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THE IRRESISTIBLE BUCK 


He had not meant to insult Clarinda, he had 
never in his wildest moments intended to force 
his attentions upon her. But she made him so 
damned angry, behaving in such a manner in 
front of Romayne, who, with her sharp tongue 
and her perceptive little brain, would make the 
very most of such a situation. 

Then he knew that, if he was honest with 
himself, it was not only his anger which had 
made him kiss Clarinda. There had been some- 
thing irresistibly inviting in her parted lips and 
the loveliness of her face turned up to his, in 
the sun shining on her shaken curls, in the in- 
credible whiteness of her skin and her cheeks, 
flushed by his violence. 
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> Lord Melburne yawned. 


| As he did so he realised he was not tired but bored— 
a & y “bored with the picture of fat cupids discreetly veiled which 
=~ faced him over the mantelshelf, bored with the pink satin 
EN curtains festooned with silk bows and tassels, and bored 
a Si e overscented, overheated room itself. 
ELSA 3 > Hi eyes Penca on his coat of superfine blue cloth 
Ea e RAN A l roi over chair and his white muslin cravat lying 
Shea -negligently amongst the bottles, lotions, salves and per- 
Eta Re on the overcrowded dressing-table. And the bore- 
us dom of realising he must rise and put them on made him 


PER RE es fatigué, Mon Cher,’ a soft voice said beside him. 
ca He looked sidewards to see two dark eyes raised to 
_ his, two red lips pouting provocatively, and knew that they 
“also bored him. 


PE E was an unfortunate moment for His Lordship to dis- 
Me cover that he was bored with his mistress. Lying beside 
“him bc the lace-frilled pillows, she was wearing only a 
necklace, on which he had expended quite an exorbi- 
A Ro ns sum of money, and red satin slippers to match the 
, Pete He remembered almost incredulously that he had pur- 
_ sued her most ardently only a month ago. It had un- 
te doubtedly added a piquancy to his wooing that the lady 
in question, Mademoiselle Liane Defroy, was hesitating 
whether to accept the protection of the Marquis of Crawley 
_ or that of Sir Henry Stainer. 
pe The Marquis might have a higher social position, but 


“Sir Henry Stainer was undoubtedly the wealthier. Both 
Emo generous to an extreme, both were members of the 
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much vaunted set of Corinthians which circled around | 


the Prince of Wales and were habitués of Carlton House. _ 

That Lord Melburne had filched Liane, as one might - 
say, from under their aristocratic noses had not only given | 
him a quiet satisfaction, but had made the Prince laugh | 
uproariously and declare that he was irresistible when it. ` 


came to the fair sex. 


now with a frown between his eyes, that made life ṣọ in- 


It was this very irresistibility, Lord Melburne thought Ea 


credibly boring. The chase was all too short, the conquest | 


all too monotonous. 


He found himself wishing he was back with his resi ~ 


E 










‘C’est impossible!’ Liane protested, sitting up on the 
bed, the rubies round her neck flashing in the light of the 
candles as she did so. ‘Have you forgotten ze party tomor- 
row night, ze party to which we are all invited, tout le 
Corps de Ballet? It will be very gay and I think also very 
naughty. You will enjoy it.’ 

‘I have my doubts about that, Lord Melburne said, 
shrugging himself into his coat. 

He stood for a moment looking down at her, with her 


"Jong hair dark as a raven's wing which fell below her 


waist, at the small piquant face with its tip-tilted nose 
and wide mouth which had seemed so entrancing only a 
few weeks ago. She was a clever dancer and she exploited 


ment and that there were battles to be fought and won, | 
with a seemingly endless stream of Frenchmen to be killed. | 
The damned Armistice, he complained, had restored him 
to ped dll. and all he could say was that it now seemed y5 
e made a movement to rise and Liane’s little hands 
fluttered towards him. nes o 
‘Non, non! she exclaimed. Do not move. It is still E | 
"I carly, an’ we have so much to say, tu comprends?? sd 
er * “ E . 4 R º o! > > 
ae athe heavy cone he codes hich he E nen nee À | She looked up at him now, noting almost automatically 
before Was too sweet, too sickly, and now only added fp J tow fandsome he was, how ountanding even in a room 
He d i i aretha ded It was not only his looks, she thought, as so many women 
ing neta eet his E himself free from her cling- AA had thought before her, that were so attractive; it was 
| sae get A bed ER De said, reaching towards his | d ca | nos o an E TTE 
. y. coun ça a ai he l 
‘For ze coun e Lia gan So eer LON oa Sie felt, when he looked at her, that he searched for something 
little, ‘But why? Why are you leaving me ec, ee Bree ete Soren a q 
° 4 5 EELA è : . . . 
aN No, Liane perceived with a sudden understanding, it 
was the cynical lines running from nose to mouth, the 


lolol Sano a gay, ee is so much, how you say, | 
pour t amuser. Why should you wish to go where there às a twist of his lips which somehow seemed to sneer at life 
even in moments of enjoyment, and the sudden twinkle in 


ae ae CM a 
is Lordship fixed his cravat with the experien dhand ff : : : 
a an who can dress competently N the | neta oF Gag ee alae ro ere ee ten Sem 
` „ T have to see an old friend of my father’s,’ he replied. Sah | Th E eee podes Rd ita A JR Bie Bae oe 
Tina aiala m ete ee ee erent O not linget in ae oair,” the tld sully; 1 wak 
7 a ARR ea _ for you, Mon Brave. C’est ce que tu desires, n’est-ce pas?’ 
ot 4 7 


her few talents very skilfully. 
ie But he wondered now as he looked at her how he had 
" ever endured the banality of her conversation, the arti- 
= ficial flutterings of her hands, the shrugging of her thin 
shoulders, the coquettish manner in which she would veil 
her eyes with her long mascaraed lashes and contrive to 
-~ appear mysterious. 
~ There was in fact no mystery, Lord Melburne had 
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Now I must do my duty.’ 
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_ Surprised at seeing His 
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said slowly, and -~ 
he had made a Oh 


‘I am not—certain,’ Lord Melburne 
even as he spoke the words he realised 
mistake. ... 


The scene that followed was noisy, unpleasant and yet aa tee 


inevitable. He left Liane sobbing hysterically on the 
lows and wondered as he went down the narrow Staircase | 
why he could never end an affair as neatly as other men q; 
his acquaintance did. When they parted from their mis- | 
tresses it was easy—a mere question of money, and perhaps | 
a diamond or two—and there was no ill-will. "5 
With him it always meant tears and recriminations, -~ 
protestations and the inevitable plaintive “What have 1 | 
done? ... Why do I not attract you any more? ... Ta, A 
there someone else?” he 
He knew the questions only too well, they were all too | 
familiar. em tn 
As he let himself out 
front door and slammed it 
brass knocker went ‘rat-rat’, 
last time he would be such a 
in a house of her own. 
It was fashionable to have an 
















by the elegant yellow-painted — 
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fool as to set his mistress up | 
(Mig! 


opera dancer under one's 
protection, to take her driving in the Park, to provide her _ 
with her own carriage and pair, to expect her to remain _ 
ostensibly faithful until the liaison came to an end. But 
where this termination proved 


4 
id 


amicable and uncomplicated 
where other men were concerned, Lord Melburne was im -= 
variably different. ae ie 
He found himself pursued by tears and broken-hearted - ete 
letters, with pleas for an explanation and an almost obstin- 
ate refusal to believe that he was no longer interested. = 
His carriage was waiting, the discreet closed carriage | 
he used at night for such visits. The coachman had looked 
Lordship so early and lifted the ` 
reins with a jerk. The smart young footman, over six feet 
tall, having shut the carriage door after His Lordship, ` 
sprang back on the box and said out of the corner of Bah) 
mouth: | | Ro 
“Bet yer that’s ended!’ 
‘Can’t be,’ the coachman answered. 
“er more than a month. 
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behind him so that the polished | by 2 | 
he told himself this was the $> 
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do “Tt be ended though,” the footman said 


| confidently, ‘I 
knows the look on his Nibs’s face when ’e says finish, and 
finish it be.’ 

“Never did care for those Frenchies,’ the coachman re- 
marked. “The one ’e had before last, ’er be an English mort. 
Now she were a real high- A 

“E were tired of her within three months,’ the footman 
said with relish, ‘I wonder what makes ’im tire so easy.’ 

Inside the coach His Lordship was asking just the same 
thing. Why did he suddenly, and usually unexpectedly, 
find a woman no longer attractive? 

He had enjoyed parading Liane in front of his friends. 
He had taken her to the gaming hells, to the Albany Rooms, 
to Mott’s and Vauxhall Gardens. It had seemed to him 
that she outshone every other woman in such places, She 
was gay, she was amusing, she had a joie de vivre and a 
vitality which galvanised everyone who spoke with her. 

“You are a damned lucky fellow,’ Sir Henry Stainer 


had said to Lord Melburne, and the envy in his friend’s 


voice had been most gratifying. : 
He wondered now if Sir Henry would stoop to pick 
up his leavings. But if it were not Stainer, there would 
be a dozen others only too willing. to vie for the favours 
of the Frenchwoman who had captivated the fancy of quite 


_ a_number of the most fastidious and spoilt young Bloods . 


of the Beau Ton. 
“And yet I no longer want her,’ Lord Melburne thought. 
He stretched out his legs so that they rested across 
the carriage on the seat opposite. 
+ ‘To hell with it!’ he said aloud. ‘To hell with all 
‘women!’ 
He knew it was absurd that he should feel slightly 


_ guilty over the scene that had just taken place. He knew 


«that it was Liane and not he who was breaking the rules. 
-» The arrangement between.a gentleman and his mistress 
was supposed to be entirely a commercial agreement. They 
enjoyed each other’s company, it was a woman’s job to 
_ be as fascinating as possible and to extort by every means 
- she could the maximum amount of payment for her 
favours. But there was never supposed to be any question 


=- f love, heart-throbs or hurt feelings. 
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And yet where Buck Melburne was concerned the 
rules always went by the board. He had been called Buck 
since he was a little boy. Even his relations had difficulty 
in remembering what were his real names. Ne 

It was a nickname he acquired after he appeared for | 
the first time in a suit of satin knee-breeches, and managed 
even at the age of six to wear them with an air which 
brought the exclamation from one of his father’s friends: 

‘Gad, he looks like a Buck already!’ yeas 

The name had stuck, and there was no doubt it was na U - 
most appropriate. The Prince of Wales followed the 
fashions he set, with his plain, well-cut coats and ex- 3 
quisitely tied cravats, his dislike of ostentatious jewellery, 
or anything which pertained to the Dandy Set. A 

And the name was appropriate for other reasons: there 
was no one in the whole country who could tool a coach ` 
or a Phaeton so skilfully; he had a better seat than any of his _ 


lapis-lazuli pillars and carved gilt cornice, was one of the 
most bea rooms in London. | 
‘Wine, M’Lord?’ the footman asked. 
‘I will help myself,’ Lord Melburne replied. 
As the door shut behind the flunkey he stood for a mo- 
ment staring at the note in his hand before he opened it. 
He knew only too well who it was from, and he wor- 
dered whether this was, in fact, the answer and the solution 
to the problems which had beset him in the carriage. 
Should he get married? Would that state prove more 
pleasant and at least quieter than the continual lamenta- 
| tions of droxies? 
ap Slowly, it seemed, almost reluctantly, he opened the 
~ Tetter. Lady Romayne Ramsey’s elegant, somewhat affected 
handwriting was characteristic, and yet anyone who had a 
knowledge of such things would have sensed there was also 
determination in the fine strokes of her pen. The note was 


contemporaries when he rode to hounds; he could shoot short. 
more accurately and box with an almost professional skill. tf k ; 
Buck Melburne was the most sought after, the most = $ “My dear Unpredictable Cousin, 


I had anticipated You would call on Me this Evening, 

but I was Disappointed. I have many Things concerning 

- which I desire to speak with You. Come tomorrow at 
5 o'clock when We can be Alone. 


envied, the most irresistible man in London. “ORs 
It was, however, with the lines of cynicism engraved a 
deep on his face and his mouth set in a hard line that His 
Lordship stepped out of his carriage in Berkeley Square 
and entered the hall of his London house. He handed his 
hat and cane to the butler. AG 
I shall leave for Melburne at half after nine o'clock a W 
tomorrow morning, Smithson, he said. “Order my High les 
Perch Phaeton, and tell Hawkins to go ahead of me in: ee 
the luggage cart. The fast one, not that Noah's Ark he  __ 
tried to use on the last occasion I went to the country’ $ 
“Very good, M'Lord, the butler replied. ‘There is a E iY 
note for Your Lordship.’ rong 
ʻA note?’ Lord Melburne queried, taking the envelope 
from the silver salver that was held out to him. ALAN 
ee os he acid it he knew who it was from. 
was scowling as he walked down the hall towards the 3 Lady Romayne was the toast of St. James’s, the most 
ee he are ys jer e ida he uh N A besutful the me ee ‘Incomparable’ that the 
urri open the door for and he T: ton House set had known for years, 
passed into the long, book-lined Salon which, with its P She had been married when Aneis but a child, married 
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Yours Romayne’ 


There was nothing particular in the note to annoy His 
Lordship, yet suddenly he crumpled it in his hands into 
a tight ball and threw it into the flames of the fire. 
He knew in that moment exactly what Romayne Ramsey 
~ was after, knew as he had known for a long time that she 
_ intended to marry him. 
E. A distant cousin, she had presumed on their slight 
relationship to include him in her intimate circle of friends 
Tong before he had made up his mind whether he wished 
= jt or not. : 
And yet it would have been churlish not to be pleased. 
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hastily because her parents had been afraid of her beauty. 
It was not their fault that Alexander Ramsey, a worthy 
country Squire, who was excessively wealthy, had broken. HEHA 
a neck out hunting just before Romayne’s twenty-third 
irthday. 
e fetos her mourning had conventionally termin- . Aa 
a had come to London, taken a house, found herself _ 
a complaisant chaperon and set St. James's by the ears. _ 
She was lovely, she was vivacious, she was witty, and she 
was rich. What more could any man want of a wife? And 
she had chosen Buck Melburne to be her husband. 
He was aware of this if no one else was. He was too 
experienced, too sophisticated in the ways of women not —__ 
to realise how well planned were her little subterfuges | 
of needing his advice, of asking his opinion, of relying on 
him as a relative to escort her to Royal functions, to spon- 
sor her as she had no husband to do it for her. e aee 
She wove her web about him like a diligent and crafty 
little spider; but, he told himself, he was not caught yet. 
It might indeed be the solution, it might be what he | 
he was not sure. "ae TN 
Romayne would look magnificent in the Melburne : 
jewels. She would grace his table and his house in the 
country with an elegance that was undeniable. © © = 
He also knew that there was something dark and passioh- | 
ate in the depth of her eyes when they were alone, that _ 
when he kissed her hand good night her breath came more _ 
quickly between her parted lips, and the laces at her breasts 
were tumultuous. ai va 
He had been so very near to surrendering to her entice 
ment, to the unspoken invitation he saw in her eyes and 
the manner in which she would invariably ask him to see z 
her into the darkness of her house when they had been ata 
party. a 
There were candles lit in the open door of her bedroom; 
and yet Buck Melburne, for all his reputation as a lady- 
killer, for never refusing a beautiful woman’s favour, had - 
not succumbed to Lady Romayne. | kane 
The trap had been too obviously baited. He felta re- 
pugnance against doing exactly what was expected of 
him, of participating in a campaign which had been | 
12 a 


E 


< 


“es 


ar 
ae 

-~ 
a 


P 


$ 


¥ 
x 
4 
+ 
o 


0 
J 





- was 


planned down to the tiniest detail, of which he knew the 
inevitable end. | 

‘Damn it, I like to do my own hunting!’ he said to 
himself once as he had come from Lady Romayne’s house, 
well aware of the invitation offered, and unexpectedly 
feeling a cad because he rejected it. 

Nothing was ever overtly said, and yet they both knew 
that they faced each other like duellists. She was taking 
the offensive, trying to gain an advantage, to force him 
into a corner; and he was fighting not for his life, but for 
his freedom. i 

The flames burned Lady Romayne’s letter to ashes, and 


as they crumpled away into nothing Lord Melburne said 


again: 
"Be damned to all women! A man would be well rid of 
the lot of them!’ 

However, in spite of such dramatics His Lordship slept 
well. When he set off the next morning, tooling his High 
Perch Phaeton, the sunshine glittering on the silver bridles 
of his perfectly matched horseflesh, he was in a surprisingly 
good mood. 

It was a relief, he thought, to be getting out of London. 
Inevitably one stayed up too late, drank too much and 


ý talked a lot of nonsense. Even the duel of wits across the 
_card-tables at White’s, or the glittering elegance of the 


receptions at Carlton House, lost their interest if one had 
too much of them. 

It was pleasant to know that he was driving the most 
expensive and the best-bred horses that could be found 
in anyone’s stable, that his new High Perch Phaeton was 
lighter, and better sprung, than the one built for the Prince 
of Wales, and that he was going to see Melburne again. 

There was something about his home that always de- 
lighted him, and while he did not visit it as often as he 
might wish, it was always a satisfaction to know that it 


The great house, which had been rebuilt almost entirely 
by his father to the design of the Adam brothers, stood 
on the site of older and less spectacular mansions which 
had housed generations of Melburnes since the time of the 


_ Norman conquest. 
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_ As a child, he had loved the gardens, the 
the lakes, the forest, the great broad acres stretchi 
over the countryside towards the blue of the 
Hills 


Melburne! Yes, 
when the miracle of sp 
gardens into a fai 


this was the time of year to see Mel. | 
g would transform 
land of blossom and fragrance. 
irritating to remember that the real object $ 
the country now was to visit Sir Roderick | 
€arest neighbour and a very old friend of 

Roderick had been very much a part of his 


passed when Sir Roderick, with his soh | 
ide or drive over to Melburne, or A 
father to the Priory. The à 
over their estates, quar- 
and yet remained firm friends 
had died at the age of sixty- 


and Lord Melburne, cal- | 
realised he must now be | 
red hearing he had not - 
if, in fact, he was dying. 
smote him for not r 
as he had been asked to do. The. 
and yet it had seemed unim- | 


a 


of his coming to 


gut 
es 
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Nicholas, did n 
Buck had not accompani 
two old gentlemen had argued 
relled over the boundaries, 
ci Lord Melburne's fath 


Sir Roderick had lived on, 
culating the years as he drove, 
nearly seventy-two. He remembe 
been well recently and wondered 

It was then his conscience 
gone to the Priory earlier, 
letter was clearly urgent, 
‘portant beside the attractions of Liane and the 
‘Social engagements to which he was committed. - AA 

He tried to remember the letter now. It had been writ- 
hom he had never heard— | 


and when he had last | 
no one there but the old 
that his son Nicholas se- | 
estates he would one day . 


ten by a woman, someone of 
Clarinda Vernon. Who was she? 
Sir Roderick had no daughter, 
visited the Priory there had been 
man himself, bewailing the fact 
dom left London to visit the 


Nicholas had been a disap 
had got into the wron 
urne seldom saw 


pointment to his father. He | 
g set in London, and indeed Lord 
him; and, if he did, did his best to 


There were some unpleasant stories about Ni 





behaviour, but Lord Melburne could not remember them 
now. He only knew that he no longer cared for his child- 
hood friend, in fact, they had hardly spoken to each other 
since they left Oxford. Nes 

What had the woman said in her letter? 


‘My Uncle, Sir Roderick Vernon, is ill and greatly 
desires to see Your Lordship. May I beg You to visit him 
t your earliest Convenience. 
=e I remain, My Lord, Yours Respectfully, 
Clarinda Vernon’ 


This had not told him much, except that the old man 


ul, 
“a should have gone last week,’ Lord Melburne said 
to himself, and pushed his horses a little faster, almost 
as if it were not too late to make up for lost time. 

He did not stop at Melburne on the way, as he longed 
to do, but drove straight to the Priory. It was less than a 
two-hour journey from London, and he turned in at the 
ancient iron gates, noting with satisfaction that despite 
the speed at which they had travelled his horses had stood 
the journey well and were neither overheated nor in the 

fatigued. 
te dete was an avenue of ya ancient per trees, 
ic branches meeting overhead to e a tunnel of green. 
ccs as he j eae down the drive that Lord Melburne 
was suddenly aware of someone coming towards him. 

It was a woman on a horse, and he noted almost auto- 
matically that she rode well yet was keeping to the centre 
of the drive and making no effort to draw aside to let him 


pass. | 
Then to his surprise she drew her horse to a standstill 
and waited for his approach, knowing that he must also 
check his horseflesh and bring them to a stop. 
- She sat waiting for him with an imperiousness which 
definitely irritated him. She did not raise her hand, she 
just waited; and he had an absurd impulse to challenge 
her by driving over the grass and passing her. Then, as if 
in obedience to her unspoken command, he drew in his 
reins, 


I5 





he understood. It was red, and yet it was not, it was gold . 


“told himself, and then as he raised his hat the girl on the +- 


„her horse forward, she came $ 


de the dri seat. Even > ‘Jason,’ he said, “go to the horses” heads.” 
still had to lock up a hee 4 ‘Very good, M’Lord. 
astonished at her loveliness. | The groom jumped to the ground and went forward 
He noticed, because he was well versed in women’s “to hold the leader of the tan i 
fashions, that she wore a very old habit which was out- | “Shall we speak here, Lord Melburne asked, ‘or would 
dated, and yet the worn green of its velvet threw into $ | you rather I got down??? i 
prominence the whiteness of her skin. i “This will do,” she said, “if your man cannot hear. 
Lord Melburne thought he had never seen a wo X ‘He cannot hear,’ Lord Melburne replied, ‘and if he did 


he is trustworthy.’ 
‘What I have to say is not for servants’ ears,’ Clarinda 
_ Vernon remarked. 

‘Perhaps I had best get down,’ Lord Melburne said. 

Without waiting for an answer he sprang lithely to the 
ground. It was a relief after sitting so long, he thought, to 
stretch his legs. 

‘What about your horse?’ he asked. ‘Would you like 
-= Jason to hold him too?’ 

É pr ‘Kingfisher will not wander,’ she answered, and before 
he could assist her she dismounted with a lightness which 
seemed as if she almost floated from the saddle. 

She slipped the reins over the pommel, and turning 

_ walked up the drive into the shadows of one of the great 
oak trees. Lord Melburne followed her. 

She was indeed tiny, even smaller than she had seemed 
when mounted on her horse. Her waist, even in the ill- 
fitting habit, could easily, he imagined, be spanned by a 

= man’s two hands, and her hair as she moved away from 
J am Clarinda Vernon, I wrote to you.’ ~~ him was like a light—a will-o’-the-wisp beckoning a man 
I received your letter, Lord Melburne said. ~ | across a treacherous marsh. 
T expected you last week.’ E | He found himself smiling at his own imagination. 
„It was an accusation and Lord Melburne felt himself. € =.. Damn it all, I am getting romantic,’ he thought. 
ee : > ag W. He had certainly not expected to find anything so ex- 
I regret it was not convenient for me to leave Londoa $ | quisite, so unusual or indeed so beautiful at the Priory. 
Pon dily, e apr , aad = Clarinda Vernon came to a stop under one of the oaks. 
Her rachis rs she answered. AM ‘I had to speak to you before you see my uncle,’ she 
a speak wih ala oe said, and now Lord Melburme was aware that she was 
e glanced at her in surprise, feeling they were already 
alone. Then he remembered the groom behind his on 
eton, Ye 
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with such a white skin, and then as he looked at her h 


—he was not sure. | 
__ It was a colour he had never seen before or even imag- 
ined, the gold of ripened corn flecked with the vivid red 
of the flames leaping from a wood fire. It seemed to shine 
in the sunlight and was caught unfashionably into a bun 
at oe. nape of her neck. She wore no hat. At 
he was very small, Lord Melburne thou and he 
realised that while her face was tiny, ea with - 
a little pointed chin, her eyes were enormous, Strange eyes | 
for a red-head, for they were the very deep blue of a stormy ff 
sea rather than the hazel flecked with green which might | 
be expected with such colouring. “Dadi 
She is lovely, unbelievably lovely,” Lord Melbume 











horse in a cold voice without smili said: 
a are Lord Melburne?’ Ming, 
am > 


asi 
` Ey 


. 
pP 
WO 


o nervous. 
He is ill?’ Lord Melburne enquired. 

| ‘He is dying,’ she answered. ‘I think he has only held 
on to life so that he should see you.’ 
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‘I am sorry. If you had been more explicit in your letter | 
I would have come sooner.’ É 
‘I should not have asked Your Lordship to forgo your 
amusements unless it was absolutely necessary.’ 

There was a note of sarcasm in her voice which made - 
Lord Melburne glance at her in surprise. There was a 
little pause and then she went on: 

“What I have to say will perhaps be difficult for you to 
- «+ understand. For my uncle’s sake it is imperative that 
you accede to his wishes.’ 

“What does he want?’ Lord Melburne asked. 

‘My uncle,’ Clarinda answered, ‘is disinheriting his son 
Nicholas. He is leaving the Priory and the Estate to ... 
me. And because it means so much to him, and because | 
he is dying, he has one idea and one idea only in his mind 
which no one can change.” 

‘Which is?’ Lord Melburne asked as she paused. 

‘That you should... marry... me.’ 

Now there was no mistaking the nervous tremor in her 
voice, and the colour rose in her pale cheeks. For a mo- - 
ment Lord Melburne was too surprised to say anything. 
Then before even an exclamation could come to his lips 
Clarinda said quickly : 

‘All I am asking of you is that you will agree. Uncle i 
Roderick is dying, he may be dead in the morning. Do ua 
not argue with him, do not cause him unnecessary distress, is 
just agree tọ what he asks. It will make him happy and it 
will mean nothing . . . nothing to you.’ ; 

T do not think this is something that I can decide on mT 
the spur of the moment,’ Lord Melburne began, for once _ 
in his life almost bereft of words. am 

Then Clarinda Vernon looked up at him with what | 
he could only describe to himself as a violent hatred in 
her eyes. 

£ » My Lord, you need not be afraid that I should 
hold you to your promise once my uncle is dead,’ she 
said, “for I assure you that I would not marry you, not if | 
you were the last man in the whole world.’ 

was so much passion in her low voice that it | 
seemed to vibrate between them. Then before Lord Mel- 


e 


burne could collect his senses, before he could find any- 
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thing to say, before he even realised what was happening, 
Clarinda gave a little whistle. ve 

Her horse came obediently to her call and she vaulted 
unaided into the saddle and was galloping away down the 
drive towards the Priory as if all the devils of Hell were 
at her heels. 
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Sir Roderick’s tired old voice faltered into silence and he 
fell asleep. His physician bent forward, felt his pulse and 
said in a low voice to Lord Melburne: | 

“He will sleep now for some hours. f 

‘I will return later,’ Lord Melburne said. 

He walked quietly across the bedroom and opened the 


- door. Outside, to his astonishment, he found a footman 
- bending down, his ear to the keyhole. 


When he saw Lord Melburne he straightened himself, 


stared at him for a moment in what seemed an insolent © 
- manner and then turned and ran down the corridor as fast 


as his legs could carry him. | 
Ed Metutie raised his eyebrows and walked slowly 


-down the staircase. When he reached the Hall he hesitated 


for a moment and the butler came forward to say: 

‘Miss Clarinda is in the Salon, M’Lord.’ 

“Thank you; Lord Melburne said. À 

He walked towards the Salon, noting as he did so that 
the house was shabby and badly in need of refurbishing. 
Some of the curtains were threadbare; and while the pic- 
tures and furniture were extremely valuable, the 
were worn and many of the chairs in need of upholstery. 
_ Clarinda was sitting at a writing-desk in the window. 


e sun coming through the open casement shone on her 
: fair and made it appear as if she wore a halo of fire. 


- At Lord Melbume'”s entrance she started to her feet, 
and her large dark blue eyes seemed to him to hold not 


| -~ Only a hostile but almost a wary look. At the same time 
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there was an obvious question in the expression on her. 
face. war) ott 
“Your uncle has fallen asleep, Lord Melburne said. avi 
“You have promised what he .. . asked?’ ry 
It seemed as though she could not prevent the question . 
bursting from between her lips, “is 
“We have discussed the matter,’ Lord Melburne replied. 
He felt that she relaxed as if she had been half afraid he 
would refuse outright to do what was requested of him. 
Then walking towards the fireplace he said: a 
‘I understand you are not, in fact, Sir Roderick’s niece. 
‘No,’ she answered, ‘my mother was married first to 
Captain Patrick Wardell of the Grenadier Guards. He | 
was killed fighting before I was born.’ ‘aa 
She paused a moment, then as Lord Melburne said 
nothing she continued: Bap 
“When my mother married Sir Roderick’s brother, he | 
adopted me as his own and had my name changed to 
Vernon. I thought of him as my father, and as he had no 
other children I think he often forgot that I was not, inis 
fact, his own daughter.’ ee ae 
Her voice softened as she spoke and Lord Melburne 
noticed that it had a soft musical quality about it. 
She had changed from the shabby green habit in which | 
he had first seen her and was now wearing a simple muslin a 
dress, threadbare with much washing and unfashionable r 
in shape. And yet he thought, as he had thought before, she | 
was almost breath-takingly lovely. | | 
There was no need for her strangely alluring hair to be 
fashionably dressed. It framed the piquancy of her tiny 
face and he noted that unexpectedly her eyelashes were 
= He thought perhaps there was some Irish blood in — 
er. à 
Thea sharply, as if she was almost annoyed at Lord | 
Melburne persuading her into ing so warmly of her 
adoptive father, Clarinda said in the hard, cold voice she 
had used to him previously: Ta 
have here something for Your Lordship's approval.’ 
She picked up from the desk as she spoke a large sheet 
of paper and held it towards him. IS 


20 


‘What is it?” Lord as asked before he ‘had 
ted it from her hand. 
POE saligos? she replied, ‘against your obvious fear of 
i d into matrimony.’ i 
A ed estas that I am afraid ae that most enviable 
"he asked, a sudden twinkle in his eye. — Hie 
mr a D interested in. Your Lordship’s feelings, 
Clarinda answered coldly. ‘I can only assure you once 
again that all that concerns me is that my uncle, who has 
shown me every possible kindness since I have lived with 


i ould die ha y? g . , 
hire Roderick E ae worried about his Estate,’ Lord 


Iburne remarked. 
Mot is all he has thought of, all he cares for, all he loves, 
Clarinda said almost passionately, “His son has failed him. 
Can you not understand it will be agony for him to die 
feeling that his life-work will be destroyed or neglected? 
And he has, I understand, been fond of Your Lordship since 

bo o . . 
ie mid de words as if it was impossible to credit such 
affection. There was a slight twist to Lord Melburne’s 
lips as he glanced down at the paper she had handed him. 
On it she had written: 


À larinda Vernon, swear that under no Circum- 
o whatsoever will I hold My Lord Melburne to 
any Promises he might make of Betrothal or Marriage 
to me once my Uncle, Sir Roderick Vernon, is dead. 
To this I set my Hand duly witnessed on Thursday, 
May 2nd, 1802.’ 


was Clarinda’s signature, and below that again, 
Borie writing, the names of two servants. She saw 
Lord Melburne glance at them and said quickly : 

‘They did not see anything but my signature. 

‘This is very business-like,’ Lord Melburne approved. 
‘And now, if in further talks with your uncle I agree to 
your wishes, I think I should ask the reason why you have 

dislike of me.’ 
inda drew herself up and the colour rose in her 
cheeks. 
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That is something I am not prepared to discuss, My | 
rd.’ 


Lo 
‘Then shall I say? Lord Melburne retorted, ‘that as 
you have made your feelings so very clear, I consider 
am entitled to an explanation.’ x 
‘I think that it is unn -..’ Clarinda began, but | 
as she spoke the door opened and a gentleman entered the 
room. 
He was obviously very young, but dressed in the height | 
of fashion, the points of his collar high above his chin, his . 
cravat elegantly tied, his fair hair so beautifully arranged 
that it must, in fact, have taken him many laborious hours. . 
He crossed the room, a jewelled fob dangling from his 
aoe waistcoat, and raised Clarinda’s hand to his 
ps. | T 
‘I brought you some flowers,’ he said, offering her the 
bouquet he held in his hand. AR 
‘Orchids!’ Clarinda exclaimed. ‘How very opulent!’ 
The young man smiled. ais 
had to steal them when my father was not looking” | 
he admitted. ‘You know how jealously he guards his 
orchid-house! ’ | 
he Julien, you should not have taken them!’ Clarinda 
cried. toa 
Then, as if she remembered her manners, she turned - 
towards Lord Melburne. | 
“May I present Mr. 
this is Lord Melburne, 
well know.’ a3 
The young man had obviously not seen Lord Melburne 
as he entered the room, having eyes only for Clarinda. Now 
he stared almost incredulously at His Lordship before he- 
exclaimed: Ea 
“What is that man doing here? You have always said 
you would not have him in the house. Has he upset you?’ 
‘No, indeed,’ Clarinda said quickly. ‘I have not had 
time, Julien, to explain to you Uncle Roderick’s wishes | 


Julien Wilsdon, My Lord. Julien, 
our next-door neighbour, as you 


where they concern Lord Melburne. He is here for a special 
purpose, and I beg of you to forget what I have said in 
past.” z 


the 
a 
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‘Surely it is impossible for me to do that?’ Julien Wils- 
don replied. . ; 

? u would be kind enough to enlighten me 
as “a all this exchange of civilities is about?’ Lord 
Melburne said, and there was a faint twinkle of amusement 
in his eyes. ‘Apparently it concerns myself, and yet I am 
very much in the dark as to how I am involved. 

‘I only know, My Lord,’ Julien Wilsdon said abruptly, 
‘that Miss Vernon has good reasons for not wishing 
to make the acquaintance of Your Lordship. a 

‘Please, Julien, please!’ Clarinda interrupted. ae 

ou Lord Melburne is here by invitation. Sir Roderi 
headed him urgently. I will explain everything later. Do, 
e back this afternoon.’ : 
er aerhaps I should inform you, Mr. Wilsdon,’ Lord Mel- 
burne drawled, ‘that there is a question as to whether Miss 
Vernon and I should become betrothed.’ ‘ 

He meant what he said to be provocative, and he cer- 

i ded. 
ecru !? Julien Wilsdon almost shouted the word. 
‘It is mot true, it cannot be! How dare you say anything 
which involves the good name of Miss Vernon? I mon 
My Lord, if you are making a mockery of her I will c 


' you out.’ 


The amusement in Lord Melburne’s eyes deepened. 
Julien Wilsdon was a thin slip of a youth. His Lordship 
could not help being aware of the contrast between the 

g man’s immaturity and his own great strength, his 
broad shoulders and, above all, his height. 

As if she too were conscious of the difference between 
the two men, Clarinda hastily put o arm through Julien 

iisdon’s and drew him towards the door. 
sue beg you, Julien, not to make a cake of yourself,’ she 
pleaded. ‘I assure you that what His Lordship is saying 
has some foundation of fact and I will explain everything. 
But not now. Wait for me, if you wish, and I will tell you 
what this is about when His Lordship has left. 

Unwillingly, with a backward glance of extreme a 
at Lord Melburne, Julien Wilsdon allowed himself to 
led from the Salon. Lord Melburne could hear their voices 
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“You were alone here?’ Lord Melburne enquired. 

. a alone,’ Clarinda answered. ‘When I first vo 
uncle had his sister living with him, but she died 

“there has never been anyone to take her place. Do not 
think I am complaining, my uncle has been a most interest- 
ing companion. 

LL have helped him with the Estate, in fact I think I 

“know nearly as much about it as he does. As I suspect 
has told you, he has been his own Agent for some years, 
preferring to deal with the day to day problems himself 


entrust them to anyone else.’ 
ho doe he care for it so much?’ Lord Melburne 


arguing in the Hall, until finally, after some minutes, 
Clarinda returned alone. ay 
‘I must ... apologise,’ she said in a low voice. 4 
‘A very ardent admirer, I see, Lord Melbume said, 
‘and quite a dangerous rival.’ 4 
‘Do not try to humiliate me, My Lord,’ Clarinda said 
sharply. ‘It would not have been correct for me tọ con- 
fide in Julien before you had spoken with my uncle. Now 
ae is enraged and it will be difficult to soothe his hurt 
feelings.’ 
‘I imagine the whole world cannot be informed that 
what you contemplate is to be but a pretence, Lord Mel- 
burne said. ‘There would surely be someone to relate 
to your uncle that he is being hoodwinked.’ 
Clarinda clasped her small hands together anxiously, 
“No indeed, you are right about that, My Lord. Until 
my uncle dies we must make quite sure that no one sus- 
pects that our betrothal is just a temporary measure. 
Once he is dead you need never see me again. r g 
‘Surely a somewhat drastic condition, Lord Melburne- 
said. ‘I am, may I say, Miss Vernon, finding our acquaint- 
ance most enjoyable,’ LE 
“This may seem a joke to you, My Lord,’ Clarinda re- 
pia crossly, ‘but I assure you that only the deep affection 
have for my uncle and his almost despairing efforts to 
secure the preservation of his Estates would force me to. 
agree to his suggestion.’ es. 
‘And now perhaps we can continue our conversation 
where it was broken off,’ Lord Melburne suggested. ‘Let - 
me put the question very simply, Miss Vernon: why have 
you such a dislike of me, and why indeed is your distaste 
so virulent that you have discussed it with our other neigh- 
bours, such as Mr. Julien Wilsdon?’ ea 
He saw the colour rise in her cheeks and her eyelashes’ 
fluttered shyly. 
‘It was indeed wrong of me to discuss you with anyone, 
My Lord,’ she said, ‘and I must ask your forgiveness, I~ 
spoke in confidence and I admit rashly, but it was, I pro- 

























I think when Nicholas failed him it was all he had 
left,’ Clarinda answered quietly. ‘He loves it. Every penny 
he has must be spent on improving the farms, draining the 

“fields, trying out new crops, buying new implements. It is 
“his child, his baby, he would give it his life-blood? 
_ She spoke with an almost passionate feeling in her voice, 
dded quickly: 
Bat this is of no interest to Your Lordship. The phy- 
~ sician has assured me that my uncle cannot linger more 
than a day or two. Allow him to die happy, Ea you can 
z to London and to your own amusemen 
` em grateful for your permission,’ Lord Melburne 
said with a touch of sarcasm. ; 
That is what you want, surely, Clarinda asked. “Your 
Lordship has little interest in-the country, I understand, 
-for you are seldom at Melburne, which is a far larger and 
DAS Estate than this.’ 
E T see you know a great deal about my movements, 
_ Lord Melburne said suavely. ‘And now, which of my mis- 
deeds, and I can assure yoo Gaie are many of them, has 
| ou into such a frenzy?’ 
cane acd the sneer in his voice and, looking up into 
his face, thought how cynical and imperturbable he looked. 
It could not really matter to him what she thought of him, 
and yet his grey eyes searched her face and were uncom- 


> Mm ‘Weil?’ he prompted. ‘Would you like me to make you 
sa full confession of my sins?’ 


À i 


I have had to talk to these past months while my un 


mise you, with no one but Julien, who is the only person _ fortably penetrating. 
cle has 
been so ill,’ à E 
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He saw the sudden flash of anger in her eyes. It was 
almost impossible, he thought, not to provoke her, not to 
note the changing expressions in her sensitive little face 
or to see the manner in which her small chin went up when | 
she was incensed by him. 

“Let me make this quite clear, My Lord,’ she said, turn- 
ing away from him and walking towards the window, ‘I 


any time. I leave that to your conscience. I had no wish for 
your company; it is only by some quirk of fate that we are 
thrust together.’ 

‘How unfortunate,’ Lord Melburne mocked, ‘that you 
must be linked in such intimate circumstances with the 
man you dislike most in the whole world.” 

Clarinda turned round to face him. 

“That is the truth, My Lord, and I am not afraid to 
admit it. Yet at the same time I am grateful to you for the 
help you are giving Uncle Roderick’ 

‘A help which I am considering,’ Lord Melburne cor- 
cted. 


He paused, then he said: ; 

‘I wonder if perhaps I would be wise to make you tell 
me the truth before I discuss the matter further?” VA 

‘I will not speak of it,’ Clarinda declared obstinately. 

Their eyes met and they stared at each other for a mo- 
ment. He was very conscious that there was a hatred and 
something which almost amounted to fear emanating from 
her. Then suddenly he laughed. eH 

“Have it your own way,’ he capitulated. ‘It will be amus- 
ing to see how long you can withstand my blandishments 
and penap my bullying to make you tell me of your own 
free will.’ 


As he finished speaking Lord Melburne swept her a - 
ei elegant bow. r 

‘I am leaving now for Melburne,’ he said. ‘I have told 

the physician I will return later in the afternoon, when I | 
your uncle's attorney will be present, Until | 

then, Miss Vernon—your obedient servant.’ f° 

inda curtsied. He opened the door for her, but be- i 

fore they passed into the Hall he paused and said: es 

“There is something I have just remembered, something 
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| think I should mention. When I came from 
is room there was a footman listening stethewieciide: 
I do not know whether you wish the staff to learn of every- 
i tis said in private.’ 
arte to fie ite Clarinda’s face paled and xe 
passed by him into the Hall. Hurrying to where the o 
butler was standing by the doorway, she said in a low voice: 
‘Bates, where is Walter?’ 
The old man hesitated before he replied: ; 
‘I was waiting for His Lordship to leave, Miss Clarinda, 
and then was about to on a that Walter has gone. 
À ’ Clarinda eja : 
T e de butler continued, “that he borrowed 
a horse from the stable and set off at a great pace. Hen 
‘Do you think he will have gone to London to Mr. 
Nicholas?’ Clarinda asked, still in a low voice, but Lord 
Melburne could hear what she said. 
‘I’m afraid so, Miss Clarinda.’ 
It seemed to Lord Pens that Clarinda went e 
an she had been before. 
~ ren is nothing we can do,’ she muttered beneath = 
breath, ‘but I would not have had Mr. Nicholas know o 
aie was an obvious effort of self-control, she 
ards her guest. mr 
ee cs es sand in his, and as he did so he realised 
she was trembling. There was nothing he could say in 
front of the butler, and climbing into his High Perch Phae- 


ton which was waiting for him, he set off down the drive 


Iburne. 
ri a hana morning!’ he said beneath his breath. 
As ever, the first sight of his house gave him a thrill of 
- ownership. The great grey stone house with its massive 
pillared front and the beautifully architectured wings had 
a truly magnificent setting with its background of dark 
trees and the lake which mirrored it in front. À 
The statues which ornamented the roof were silhouetted 
against the blue of the sky, and as he drove down the drive 
a flight of white pigeons swept across the iridescent win- 
dows and gave the whole scene a fairy quality which made 
its owner feel almost poetical. + 
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‘If only I could find a woman as beautiful as Melburne,’ 


he thought with an unusual sentimentality. 
Suddenly before his eyes there appeared a small heart- 


shaped face framed by golden red hair such as he had 
never seen before in his whole life. 


“Why the hell does she dislike me?’ he asked himself. 


On entering the Great Hall, with the grace of its Gre- 


cian statues enhanced by the soft apple-green walls which 
the Adam brothers always favoured, Lord Melburne re- 
ceived a noisy welcome from his dogs, and his Major-domo 
uttered a few well chosen words of welcome. 

‘I will have luncheon in half an hour,’ Lord Melburne 
said, ‘and send for Major Foster.’ 

‘Major Foster is here already, M’Lord,’ the Major-domo 
replied. “When we learnt from Hawkins of Your Lord- 


ship's visit, I informed the Major, and he felt sure Your 


ip would wish to see him.’ 

‘Quite right, I do, Lord Melburne said and walked 
towards the Library where he knew his Agent would be 
waiting for him. 

Major Foster was a man of over fifty who had served 
and later managed the vast Melburne estates—save for a 
short time when he had been in the Army—since a boy. 
His Army career had looked like being brilliant until he 
had been wounded and forced into retirement. | 


He limped slightly, but his wound did not inconvenience 


him in any other way; and he was, as Lord Melburne- 
knew, the most reliable and efficient Agent any landowner 
could hope to employ. 


He held out his hand, and Major Foster, taking it, said 


in all sincerity: 
‘I am indeed glad to see Your Lordship. It is too long 
since you paid us a visit,” | $: 
‘I was thinking that myself as I came down the drive,” 
Lord Melburne said. ‘I have never seen the place look 
better.’ “o 
“You will be even more pleased, My Lord, when you see | 
some of the farm reports,’ Major Foster said enthusiastic- 

ally. Ke 
‘I certainly wish to see them, Lord Melburne answered, — 
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‘put at the moment I have something else to ask you. What 
has Nicholas Vernon been doing? 


‘You have heard some rumours, My Lord?’ Major 


Foster queried. 


‘ ‘ust come from Sir Roderick,’ Lord Melburne 
veplied. “That is indeed the reason for my visit: he 1s 
isinheriti is son.’ 
x Tam or amit? Major Foster said. “There has been 
a deal of gossip and scandal, and I was, in fact, ae 
to ask Your Lordship’s advice next time you visi ne 
‘What is it all about?’ Lord Melburne asked, we g 
across the room to the grog-tray, where he poured himse 


: estate?’ 
u remember the Caves on the Vernon | 
ict Foster asked unexpectedly. “They burrow into 
and were originally, I believe, used by 
Romans. Down the centuries they have been epoke at 
various times, and though you may have visited them when 
you were a boy, they have almost been forgotten until a 
‘Yes, of course I remember them, Lord Melburne a 
‘Nicholas and I used to explore them with tapers, fright- 
ening ourselves in the dark. I remember always being e 
fied I would never find the way out. What use are they 
i t to now?’ i ; 
app ndo O teat St je that Mr. 
has ed a Hell Fire Club in 
Sond God!” Lord Melburne ejaculated. “You amt 
be joking! Why, Sir Francis Dashwood, who ran the Hel 
Fire Club at West Wycombe, died eleven years ago, and I 
always understood that before his death such clubs were 
i law.” . . o 
oe a indeed,’ Major Foster said, ‘which is why 
Nicholas Vernon has kept his own particular club secret. 
I heard rumours of it perhaps a year ago, but I could ~ 
credit such nonsense and thought it was just the gossip o 
country-folk. 
Si cued of much activity going on in the oo 
and I learnt that certain Volunteers who had been t 
banded from the Army and who were sadly in need = 
work were employed there. I thought at first that the roa 
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on the Estate required repairs of chalk; but there were 
other tales.” 3 
“What were they?’ Lord Melburne asked insistently, - 
“There was talk of women being brought down in 
covered wagons, of coaches with painted coats-of-arms 
passing through the village at night and turning off de wn 
the half-forgotten road towards the Caves. There was chat 
ter of masked men, of orgies, most of which I disbelieved. 
You know how such stories grow in a village.’ 
Major Foster paused. 
‘Go on,’ Lord Melburne prompted. 
‘Then there was a local scandal? Major Foster con- 
tinued. ‘There is a girl known as “Simple Sarah”, who was 
brought up by old Mrs. Huggins. Your Lordship may 
remember her as being a foster-mother for some half a 
century.’ ed 
‘I recall my mother speaking of her,’ Lord Melburne 
said. ‘She disapproved of the woman, and half ected 
that some of the children she fostered were neglected and 
buried surreptitiously in the garden behind her house.’ 
“They may have been,’ Major Foster conceded. ‘But 
Sarah, who was obviously a love child, grew up. She. is 
called Simple because she is obviously not entirely of nor- 
mal intellect, although one would never have thought of 
her as’ being a lunatic or anything in that category? - 
“And she is pretty?” Lord Melburne queried with a 
twist of his lips. ae 
“Very pretty, Major Foster said, ‘which makes it un- 
derstandable why Mr, Nicholas Vernon was interested in. 


her.’ 


„What happened?’ Lord Melburne enquired, si 
“From all I have heard, and remember all I am relating 
to Your Lordship is hearsay,’ Major Foster replied, * one 
was taken to the Caves. She came back with wild stories of 
what had occurred there—of gentlemen robed as monks, 
of women dressed as nuns, of strange ceremonies which 


sounded suspiciously like the worst type of orgies indulged 
in by Sir Francis Dashwood. So I made enquiries? | 
‘What did you find out?’ Lord Melburne asked. CAUAS 
‘I was told, My Lord, Major Foster continued, by 
someone who knows: Nicholas Vernon well, that he he do 


3° 


- < ey 


| always been obsessed by the Hell Fire Caves of West 


f course only a schoolboy when Sir 
ed at tes were closed, but when he left ee 
Ee tereioped an intense and unnatural curiosity about - em 
ap rode over dozens of times to look at the Mausoleum 


Sir Francis had built on the top of the hill. 


‘ ople round West Wycombe to tell him 
o 7 o had cent in the Caves. They had found 


“him a nuisance and tried to send him away, but apparently 


been istent.’ ke 
ros you thi he is following Sir Francis’ example? 


- Lord Melburne said reflectively. 


pte. ‘ed. 
a ty id so, My Lord? Major Foster replied. 
rant the village is annoyed at Simple Sarah being in- 


volved in such unpleasantness,’ Lord Melburne remarked. 


i * Major Foster 
t so much that she was involved, Major 
O mat pecans when her baby disappeared the scandal 
really broke.’ a 
A by?’ Lord Melburne asked sharply. : 
She rated her child had been fathered by HADR 
Vernon,’ Major Foster explained. “But a month o 
as born it vanished and Sarah was distraught. She 
vies fond of the child in her own not very intelligent way, 


and she had been, I understand, quite a good mother. 


When she lost the baby, she tore about like a demented 


creature accusing Nicholas Vernon of having sacrificed 


it in the Caves.’ 

‘Good I Lord Melburne ejaculated. 

o such an uproar that some of the more si 
sponsible of the villagers, headed by the Vicar, went to 
Sir Roderick. It was obvious, they told me a Eua > 
that Sir Roderick was not entirely surprised at wha Nes 
told him about the Caves. But where the child was 


cerned, he was shocked and horrified. 


| ll reports he wrote to his son Nicholas telling 
o dar he bak disinherited him and that he was never to 


- come to the Priory again.’ 


i z claimed. 
‘So that is what happened, Lord Melburne ex 
Re e! Foster, I can hardly believe such things could 
in this day and age.’ 
oe ae OR Mr. Nicholas Vernon was always a bad 
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ung man, Major Foster replied. ‘I must admit, My 
Lord 1 never had a liking for him. But I did not think h 
would sink to such depravity as this.” 
“And are the Caves now closed?” Lord Melburne asked 
“That we do not know,’ Major Foster said. ‘No one ha 
liked to trespass on Sir Roderick’s Estate to ascertain 
the place is dismantled or not. I only understand that Mr 
Nicholas Vernon has not been here for the last month ¢ 
so. Anyway, if he has, I have not learnt of it.’ 
There was a pause and then Major Foster said: 
‘But you have seen Sir Roderick, My Lord, Did he 
speak to you of this?” 
‘Not in so many words,’ Lord Melburne replied. ‘By 
I will be seeing him again this afternoon.’ 
Having no desire to confide to his Agent what Si 
erick had communicated to him, he then went on tc 
speak of matters connected with his own Estate. And as 
there was a great deal to discuss luncheon was delayed and 
it was later than he had calculated before he drove back to 
the Priory. 4 
Bates the butler opened the door to him, and as he took 
his hat and gloves he said: 
‘Miss Clarinda is in the Study, M’Lord. For the mo- 
ment she is engaged.’ AA 
As Lord Melburne turned towards the stairs to go up to 
Sir Roderick’s room, he heard a coarse, common voice 
raised in anger coming from the Study on the other side 
of the Hall. It was a man’s voice, and secing the old butler 
glance uncertainly towards the closed door he asked: 
“Who is with Miss Clarinda >? wa 
‘One of the farmers, M'Lord, a rough man and some- 
what violent in his manner.’ u 
Lord Melburne crossed the Hall and opened the Study | 
door. As he did so he heard a man say: K 
“Yer'll give me th’money or Oi be going upstairs ter 
demand it from Sir Roderick. Oj knows m’rights, and 
yer'll give it to me or tl be the worse for yer. | 
Lord Melburne advanced. Clarinda ‘ 
large desk in the centre of the room. It was a man’s desk 
and it made her look very small and frail Aa 
Standing on the other side of it was a big, burly man, 
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ired and swarthy of skin, who was speaking with 
ane which Lord Melburne recognised as being ae 
iikely to have come from Billingsgate than from 
side. 
Can I perhaps be of assistance?’ he asked. ; 

The man, who had his back to the door, turned quickly. 
His expression was aggressive and almost ferocious, but 
when he saw Lord Melburne his expression changed and 
in an instant he became pá ‘Ol were just an asking 

just dues, Sir,’ he said surlily. 
sigh ide are not just, as you well know,’ Clarinda re- 
torted. “You had thirty pounds from the Estate three psi 
ago for repairs, and when I visited you last week I co 
sign of them.” CTAR 
Oi ad to get th'materials first, hadn't Oi?” the man 
rudely. 
oT can Ed sign of those either, Clarinda answered. 
‘Oi’ll be a talking with Sir Roderick about the monies, 
an said. 
og was quite obvious to Lord Melburne that it was a 
threat rather than any desire to see the owner of the e 

“As Sir Roderick is not well,’ Lord Melburne said, 
will send my own Agent, Major Foster, over to your 
farm tomorrow. He will advise Miss Vernon as to whether 
or not you are entitled to any more assistance.” ti 

‘Oi be entitled to it are eee n said. ; 

icholas knows how much Oi be entitle O. 

Tea I suggest you go and ask Mr. Nicholas Vernon 
for your requirements, Lord Melburne said, and his ne 
was like a whip, for I have a suspicion that you are nei e 
a good farmer nor even a genuine one. Indeed, I sho a 
not be surprised if the Bow Street Runners would not 
interested in your whereabouts in this part of the country. 

Even as he spoke a complete transformation came over 
the man. For one moment he looked as though he would 
defy Lord Melburne; then his defiance crumbled and with 
a shifty, surreptitious look towards the door he said: 

‘Oi gets yer meaning, Sir. No need ter send anyone 

"farm, Oi be a clearing out.’ ee 
OT ae so,’ Lord Melanie said, “and the sooner 
the better. My Agent will come tomorrow to see if you 
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have kept your word and departed.’ 


It was doubtful if the man heard the last part of Lord 


Melourne’s sentence. Already he was through the door, 


closing it sharply behind him, and they heard his footsteps 


hurrying across the Hall. 
Lord Melburne looked at Clarinda and saw that though 
she held herself proudly, there was a touch of fear in her 


eyes. 

“How did you know,’ she asked, ‘that he was not what 
he seemed?’ 

‘It was quite obvious he was not a countryman,’ Lord 
Melburne said. 

“Nicholas sent him here two months ago,’ she explained, 
‘and I did not dare worry Uncle Roderick because he was 
so iff. I let him have the farm though I knew it was a mis- 
take, He has been forcing me to give him money ever since.’ 

“Which farm is it?” Lord Melburne asked. 

“The one at Coombe's Bottom, she answered. 

He nodded. 


‘I know it. I will tell Foster to find you a decent tenant.’ 


‘I do not wish to put Your Lordship to unnecessary 
trouble,’ Clarinda said in a low voice. 

‘Are there any more of Nicholas’s protégés on the 
Estate at the moment?’ Lord Melburne asked. 

She hesitated a moment. 

‘You had much better tell me,’ he said in a kind voice. 

“There is only one,’ she answered, ‘except for Walter, 
the footman, whom you saw this morning. Nicholas in- 
sisted on our employing him.’ 

“And the other’ 

“A man who came ten days ago. He wanted Dene’s Farm 
near the Caves.” 

As she spoke the words the colour rose in her cheeks 
and Lord Melburne knew she had heard about the Caves. 

“Who is this man?’ he asked. 

‘He is very strange,’ Clarinda said. ‘He looked more like 
a priest than a farmer. He had two other men with him, 
I do not know whether they were relations. Anyway, 


Nicholas wrote me most insistently that he was to be given | 


the farm. Someone must have told him it was vacant.’ 
‘And you gave it to him?’ Lord Melburne enquired. 
“What else could I do?’ Clarinda asked. ‘I could not 


i tenants with Uncle Roderick in his present 
ee ot health, and I have no authority to refuse Nicholas. 
The man moved in, I understand, three days ago. 

‘You did not like him?’ Lord Melburne said. 
‘There was something horrible about him, she answered 
with a little shudder. ‘I cannot quite explain, but he fright- 


E will tell Foster to look at that farm as well, Lord 


e said. : 
rr dot not want to trespass on Your Lordship’s kindness, 
Clarinda said, ‘but there does not seem for the moment 

ing else I can do.’ 
<p eg it goes against the grain for you to accept any 
favours from me. nie I promise you I will not take advan- 
f your weakness?’ r 
er A moment she fa ee chin almost as though 
insulted her, then she said: an RE 
SER Ted you are right, My Lord, it is weakness. It is 
when you are up against people like that man you have 
just seen, and the one who has moved into Denes Farm, 
that one realises how hopeless it is to be a woman. 

‘You would prefer to be a man?’ Lord Melburne asked, 
thinking how exquisitely feminine she looked with her 
big eyes troubled, a little droop at the corner of her lips, 
the much washed white muslin revealing the soft curves 

r breasts. Srvc 
E ha it, if you want to know!” she said with a sudden 
gash of spirit. ‘I wish I were a man, a man who could fight 
and control such creatures as those, a man who did not 
have to coax, intrigue and beg for favours because he was 
too frail to demand them? _ 

Lord Melburne gave a cynical laugh. , i ; 

‘As you get a little older,’ he said, ‘you will find it, I 
assure you, far easier to get what you want by being a 
beautiful woman rather than a brawny man. 

He spoke almost caressingly, simply because he. was 
bemused by her loveliness. She looked up at him in sur 
prise, and for a oe de held a ips ri bs no 

Then sharply she turned away and sai 
tone: ‘as Ee fe you are concerned, My Lord, I would 
most certainly wish to be a man.’ E 
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Lord Melburne awoke with a feeling of pleasurable an- 
ticipation which he had not felt since he was a boy. 

For a moment he wondered where he was; then ‘seeing 
the carved posts of his huge bed silhouetted against the 
faint light peeping through the sides of the curtains he 
realised he was still at Melburne. 

He was conscious at the same time of a feeling of well 
being and realised it was quite a long time since he ha 
woken with such a clear head. | 

He had gone to bed early, and though he had expected 
to lie awake he had slept almost as soon as his head touche 
the pillow. His second day at home, though he had no 
expected it, had been extremely busy. | 

The wind coming through the open casement blew th 
curtains apart, and for a brief second a golden shaft of 
sunshine entered the room. It reminded him of Clarinda’s 
hair, and he found himself thinking of her. ; 

Lord Melburne was not a particularly conceited man, 
but he would have been a fool if he had not realised that 
when a woman of any age looked at him, her face softened 
and her eyes appreciated his good looks. , 

He would also have been half-witted if he-h 
known that he had only to pay a woman a compliment 
or look at her admiringly for a gleam of excitement to 
show in her eye, and that when he kissed her hand, if his 
lips lingered on her soft skin, her breath came a little 
quicker between her parted lips. “rd 

And yet this country wench, this unsophisticated chit 
who apparently had seen nothing of the world, could look 
at him with undisguised hatred, and her voice when. she 
q to him could be colder than the wind blowing from 
Siberia. ; 

Why did she hate him? What was the secret behind her 
hostility? 

Lord Melburne was forced to admit he was intrigued. 
He had expected to post back to London today bored with 
the country, eager for the companionship of his friends 
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and the gaiety of the clubs, the parties and the gaming 
hells they frequented so often. OO 

But he knew now he had no intention of leaving Mel- 
burne until he found the answer to a number of things 
hi ed him. 
È Te ia only Clarinda who intrigued him. Yesterday 
afternoon, after he had spent some time with Sir Roderick, 
he and Major Foster had ridden out to look at the Caves. 
It was many years since Lord Melburne had been that 
way, and he noticed at once that the lane had been repaired 

idened. f 

ar “t time it had been almost impossible to get even 
a horse with any ease between the trees and shrubs which 
sloped down from the Chiltern Hills to the very edge of 
the farmed fields with their sprouting corn. | 

But now what had been a track had become a road 
wide enough to allow the passage of a coach and four, and 
when they reached the Caves themselves, it was to find 
that a large gravel sweep had been laid down outside the 
The entra itself had certainly been transformed. Lord 
Melburne had looked at a dE 

“This has cost money,” he said. l 

déb exactly in PA Dashwood tradition,’ Major Foster 


oss both stared at the great wrought-iron gateway, 
at the moment securely held by a padlock. There were 
sconces on either side ready to hold flaring torches, there 
were yew trees, some obviously transplanted, some in 
tubs, and a general air of sophistication very different from 
the bramble-covered wilderness which Lord Melburne re- 
das a boy. 
wa de on they found a huge stack of chalk 
which had obviously been excavated from the. Caves 
themselves, and a place where carriages could wait. 
Then as there seemed little more to see, they rode to- 
wards the small farmhouse only two hundred yards from 
the entrance to the Caves, standing in the middle of lush 
green fields which must have been well sown earlier in 


h tr, > : 
rd: who farmed this land for forty years, died 
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last month,’ Major Foster said. ‘I understood the place 
was empty.’ 

‘Miss Vernon told me that it had been occupied in the 
last three days,’ Lord Melburne said. “Nicholas Vernon 
sent down someone from London. 

“Another of his riff-raff !º Major Foster exclaimed. Yo 
were right, My Lord, about the other man. When I visited 
the farm yesterday he had cleared out. There was no one 
there. 

‘I thought he would,’ Lord Melburne said. ‘I suspicioned 
as soon as I looked at him that he was the type that would 
be wanted by the Bow Street Runners. 

‘Heaven knows where Nicholas Vernon finds 
people,’ Major Foster muttered. q 

As they reached the farm they both drew in their horses, 
for coming the door towards them was a strange 
looking man wearing an old and rather dilapidated cas 
sock 


Lord Melburne saw at once why Clarinda thought he 
looked more like a priest than a farmer. He was fat and his 
shaven face had an expression of one who is used to g 
living. His head was bare and what little hair he had w 


burne as being particularly unpleasant. 

“What do you want?’ the man asked in an educated 
voice. 

‘I am Lord Melburne, your neighbour, Lord Melburne 
replied, “and this is Major Foster, my Agent. I understand 
you are a newcomer.’ S 

‘Have you any jurisdiction over this land?’ the stranger 
in the cassock asked. gi 

‘No,’ Lord Melburne replied, ‘we were just calling on 
you out of courtesy.’ a 

‘That is unnecessary,’ the man said, ‘so I will bid you 
good-day, gentlemen. I have no time to waste on callers,’ 

He turned as he spoke and walked back to the door of the 
farmhouse. The door closed behind him and Lord Mel- 
burne looked at Major Foster. | 
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‘Charming manners,’ he said sarcastically, ‘and what 
il is he doing here.’ e 
ain Major Foster said, “that only Mr. Nicholas 
Vernon could supply the answer to that question. 
Lord Melburne glanced towards the Caves. ' 
‘{ dislike my own suspicions about him,’ he said almost 
to himself. oia 
They rode back towards the main highway. a 
‘I wonder what I ought to do about all this?’ ord 
Melburne mused. ‘You might say it is none of my business; 
but with Sir Roderick so ill, Nicholas Vernon disinherited, 
and that girl to all intents and purposes alone at the Priory, 
I feel X have a certain responsibility. Hiatt a 
‘I think you have a very great responsibility, My Lor j 
if you will forgive my saying so,’ Major Foster said. “You 
are of vast import in the county. I do not think you can 
aliow such scandals to continue unchecked. a: ia 
‘[ see what you mean, Lord Melburne replied. ‘At the 
same time I have no desire to make allegations without 
being able to prove them. From all you tell me we have 
only the word of a village maiden, noted for being to let 
in the attic, that she has taken part in some sort of orgy 
and that she suspects the son of one of our most reputable 
landowners of having abducted her baby. Now you know 
as well as I do, Foster, that that sort of rumour would not 
hold water in any oe of Law.’ 
jor Foster sighed. 
Me ina My Lord, we will have to do better than 
E 
ou will have to do better, you mean, Lord Melburne 
said insistently. ‘Find out more, Foster, discover when 
Nicholas Vernon is holding his next party in the Caves. 
If K am not very much mistaken, the person who could 
tell us that quite accurately is that seedy-looking cleric we 
just left at Dene’s Farm.’ 
ho in Heaven's name,” Maj = Foster enquired, ‘should 
Nicholas Vernon require a parson?’ 
Ted Melburne indica 8 his Agent and made as if to 
answer his question, then changed his mind. ; 
‘I am convinced,’ he said, speaking seriously, ‘that mere 
speculations on what has occurred are a mistake. We need 
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`- and fresh mushrooms. 


facts, Foster, facts and proof that something untoward i 
taking place.” 

He brought his hand down hard on his saddle, 

“Then I promise you I will go to the Lord Lieutenant 
I will invoke the law. I will bring in the Military if neces 
sary. I must be absolutely sure before I make any accusa 
tions against Vernon or I could make myself a laughing 
stock.” 


Lord Melburne had spoken positively and behaved, a 
he thought, with discretion. At the same time he knew tha 
he was intensely curious, 

The rest of the day was fully occupied by his H 
Groom, who had several yearlings to show him and w 
most insistent that he should inspect some horses from 
nearby stable that were up for sale. 

Lord Melburne, after two hours of hard bargaining, 
obtained what he thought would prove to be three ex- 
cellent hunters and returned home in a high good humour. 

This morning, as he dressed, with the assistance of his 
valet, he thought perhaps Major Foster might have more 
information for him about the Caves, and as he went down 


for a long time. 
“Nice morning, Newman, he said to his butler as he 
helped himself to a dish of veal cutlets cooked with cream 


“It’s good to see Your Lordship in such excellent health,’ 
Newman replied. 

He was an elderly man who had served Lord Melburne’s 
father. 

‘I must come to the country more often, Lord Mel- 
burne said, ‘it obviously agrees with me.’ 

“We shall be very glad to welcome you, M’Lord,’ New- 
man answered, and Lord Melburne knew that he was speak- 
ing the truth. 

Having partaken of several dishes and sent his compli- 
ments to the cook, Lord Melburne went to the front door, 
where his horse was waiting, 

It was a black stallion with a touch of white in his two 
front fetlocks, a magnificent beast with Arab blood in him 
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which Lord Melburne had bought at Tattersalls six months 
previously, sent down to the country and half forgotten 
its very existence. ee 

Now he looked at it appreciatively and realised with a 
feeling of pleasure that he was going to have some difficulty 
in holding the animal. The horse was rearing and it re- 
quired two grooms to keep it under control until Lord 
Melburne was in the saddle. 

“Saracen be over-fresh, M’Lord,’ one of the grooms re- 
marked unnecessarily, as bucking and rearing the stallion 
pranced about the drive, doing its best to exert its suprem- 
acy over the man it sensed instinctively would eventually 

aster him. , 
e Lord Melburne took Saracen through the Park, checking 
him from a full gallop for fear of rabbit-holes, and made 
his way towards Dingle’s Ride, which was a traditional 

lace to try out fresh horses. : 

ingle’s Ride lay between the Melburne Estate and Sir 
Roderick’s. It consisted of a large wood and five hundred 
acres of land that were not worth cultivating. But through 
the centre of it ran a wide grassy ride which had been the 
delight of both families since the beginning of time. 

Yet they fought over the ownership. On some of the 
ancient maps Dingle's Ride was shown belonging to Mel- 
burne, on others to the Priory. tio 

The ownership had been a bone of contention ever since 
Lord Melburne could remember; and now, with a little 
smile of triumph on his lips, he recalled that yesterday Sir 
Roderick had offered Dingle's Ride to him as a present. 

He could, of course, have challenged Sir Roderick and 
said that he already considered Dingle's Ride as part of 
his own property. But he knew he had no real authority 
for saying so any more than Sir Roderick could actually 
claim complete ownership. 

The gift, Lord Melburne knew, was almost in the nature 
of a bribe. At the same time he was pleased to accept it, 
knowing it would allay for ever the arguments as to who 
was the rightful owner. À 

Saracen was pulling at the bit and doing his best to 
break into a headlong gallop. It would be interesting, Lord 
Melburne thought as he made his way through the trees, 
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to see how this new purchase could perform when he really 
gave him his head. 

Then as he came to the Ride he saw he was not alone. 
A little further up, emerging from the other direction, was 
a figure in a green habit. It was clear that Clarinda saw 
him at the same time as he saw her, and although he was 
too far away to see the expression on her face, he was sure 
that her lips tightened and her eyes darkened at the sight 
of him. 


It seemed to the man watching her that she almost | 


instinctively turned as if to avoid him; for touching her 
horse with her whip she set off at a headlong gallop down 
the Ride, obviously doing her utmost to increase her horse’s 


pace, and, thought Lord Melburne with a glint in his eyes, 


determined to escape him. 

She moved so quickly that she had a considerable start 
on him before Lord Melburne, settling his top-hat a little 
firmer on his head, set out to catch her up. 

It was exhilarating to feel the cool morning breeze on 
his face, to hear the sound of pounding hooves, and know 


the excitement of a chase in which he was determined to 


be the victor. 

Clarinda’s horse was of good strain—Sir Roderick would 
neyer have had bad horseflesh in his stables—but it had 
not the strength of Saracen with his Arab blood. At the 
same time Clarinda had a long start, and what was more, 
Lord Melburne thought, watching her ahead, she rode 
superbly. 

She was wearing no hat and her hair, glinting in the 
early sunshine, had merely been plaited and caught up 
into her neck with a bow of green ribbon. It seemed to 
wave ahead of him almost like a flag enticing him to follow. 

Determinedly he urged Saracen forward with a resolu- 


tion which made him feel he was riding a race in which 


the high stakes presented an irresistible lure. 

He did not catch up with Clarinda until they had tra- 
versed nearly three-quarters of the Ride, and then as he 
drew level he glanced at her and saw that her eyes were 
shining despite the fact that she was tense. He was sure 
that she was willing herself to beat him. 

For a little while they galloped side by side, Clarinda 
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striving, it seemed, with every nerve in her body to draw 
ahead of him again. Then realising it was impossible be- 
cause the end of the Ride was not far ahead, she began to 
draw in her reins. 

Lord Melburne did the same, and finally, they came 
to a standstill at the end of Dingle’s Ride. They were both 
breathing quickly and there was a patch of bright colour 
in Clarinda’s cheeks. 

With almost a theatrical gesture Lord Melburne swept 
his hat from his head. 

“As an Amazon I salute you!’ he exclaimed. 4 

Thrilled with the excitement of the ride, she smiled at 
him unaffectedly, her eyes seeming to reflect the sunshine. 
And then provocatively she said: 

“You realise you are trespassing, My Lord.’ 

‘On the contrary,’ he replied, ‘you are the trespasser.’ 

“This land has belonged to the Priory since the reign of 
Henry VIII,’ she retorted. 

‘That is your claim, although I do not admit it,’ he re- 
plied. “But as a matter of fact, from tomorrow it will be 
mine indisputably.’ 

She glanced at him quickly. 

‘Uncle Roderick has given it to you?’ she asked, and 
added almost disdainfully: ‘A most generous payment, 
surely, for such small services as you have been able to 
render him.’ 

“You are trying to provoke me,’ Lord Melburne said in 
an amused voice. ‘Stop being a little tiger cat and let me 
compliment you, Miss Vernon, on the way you ride. I have 
seldom seen a female with a better seat.’ | 

Just for a moment he knew she was pleased by his words. 
Then as if the barrier she had erected between them fell 
once more into place, she replied coldly: 

‘I have no need of your approval, My Lord. I under- 
stand that you will be calling on my uncle this afternoon. 
He is looking forward to your visit.’ 

She had moved away almost before she had finished 
speaking, and riding across the grass disappeared between 
the trees in the direction of the Priory. Lord Melburne 
sat for a moment looking after her, a smile on his lips. 

And yet it was irritating as he rode back to Melburne 
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to wonder, as he had already wondered a hundred times, 
what exactly she had against him. 

It was impossible for her, living the quiet life she had 
lived here at the Priory, to have come in contact with 
any of the ladies of society whose favours he had enjoyed. 

t was more, he could not imagine that any of them, 
considering the high position they graced, would be likely 
to confide in a country girl, who as far as he could ascer- 
tain ae never left the peace and security which surrounded 

e Priory. 

He had learnt from Sir Roderick that Clarinda was 
just nineteen. She had been at the Priory for four years. 
During that time he was almost certain she had taken 
little part in any social life, even that of the county, let 
alone of the fashionable society to be found in London. 

Lord Melburne had also learnt something else in his 
talk with Sir Roderick. Like many elderly people, Sir 
Roderick had become obsessed with money. He was a rich 
man, but he could not bear to spend anything except on his 
beloved Estate. 

That accounted, of course, for the threadbare condition 
of the furnishings in the house, and the fact that Clarinda 
was quite obviously in need of a new wardrobe. 

Lord Melburne, who had more understanding of human 
nature than he gave himself credit for, knew that elderly 
people usually ended up either crazily over-generous or 

cese-paring with every penny. 

Sir Roderick belonged to the latter category, with the 
result that if indeed he finally left everything to Clarinda, 
as he intended, she would, although doubtless penniless at 
the moment, be a very considerable heiress. : 

There were, Lord Melburne th 


He could not bear to think of the Estate not being 
kept in good condition, not being cared for as he cared for 
it with his whole heart. He would fight for the’ Priory 
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Estate with his dying breath: Clarinda was only subsidi- 
to his main objective. 

a wonder as will become of the girl?” Lord Melburne 

asked himself, then shrugged his shoulders. 

When Sir Roderick died it would no longer be any of 
his business, and she certainly would not turn to him for 
advice. At the same time he could not help feeling that 
Nicholas Vernon was not going to take this in good part.. 

In other circumstances the sensible course would be for 
him to marry his father's adopted niece. There was no 
blood relationship betwcen them. Yet from all Lord Mel- 
burne had learnt of Nicholas’s activities, he would not wish 
him as a husband for any woman, least of all the exquis- 
ite, unsophisticated Clarinda. 
mA Lord Melburne rode back through the Park he found 
himself thinking how lovely Clarinda would look were she 
dressed in the height of fashion. He was ready to wager 
there was not an ‘Incomparable’ in the whole of St. James’s 
who could hold a candle to her. | 

Even the acclaimed loveliness of Lady Romayne would 
seem hard and even coarse beside the fragility of that 
small, pointed face and the translucence of that clear, white 

kin, 

; ‘Lovely, and a great heiress!’ Lord Melburne said aloud, 
and wondered once again what the devil would happen 
to her in the future. A 

Major Foster was waiting at the house with a sheaf of 
farming statistics. Lord Melburne put them aside. 

‘Any more news?’ he asked, and they both knew to 
what he referred. i ie 

‘I went to call on the Vicar last night,’ Major Foster 
replied. “He told me that Simple Sarah is so distraught 
at the loss of her child that there is talk of her having to be 
restrained in an asylum.’ 

“Wretched creature,’ Lord Melburne ejaculated. ‘At the 
same time I can hardly credit that Nicholas, who after all 
was born a gentleman, could really sink to such a deed 
of horror.’ . : 

‘I cannot help feeling that myself,’ Major Foster agreed. 
‘I also made enquiries, My Lord, about that strange man 
we talked to at Dene’s Farm. The Vicar tells me he has 
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his Phaeton outside the front door, a lovely familiar face 
appeared at the lowered window. 

‘Good afternoon, Buck!’ Lady Romayne exclaimed, and 
waited for her footman to open the carriage door. 

Lord Melburne, in a state of near stupefication, threw 
the reins to his groom and jumped down from the High 
Phaeton in time to assist Her Ladyship to alight. 

‘My dear Romayne,’ he said, raising her fingers to his 
lips, ‘what in the name of Jupiter are you doing here?’ 

‘I thought you would be surprised to see me,’ she an- 
swered. “But did you really think that I was not curious 
to hear what was afoot?’ 

‘Curious about what?’ he enquired. 

‘Now really, Buck, that is doing it too brown!’ she 
replied with a little flirtatious glance over her shoulder as 
she walked towards the front door. ‘I arrived at Melburne 
just after you had left, and I then recalled that Sir Roderick 
Vernon was an old beau of my Mama’s. I visited here 
once many years ago when I was a child. I am certain he 
will not have forgotten me.’ 

‘Sir Roderick is very ill, in fact he is dying,’ Lord Mel- 
burne said. “But you have not yet explained to me, 
Romayne, why you should post down from London in 
this unexpected and impetuous manner.’ 

She looked at him and her eyes narrowed for a moment. 

‘Did you expect me to do anything else,’ she asked, and 
her voice was hard, ‘with Nicholas Vernon proclaiming 
far and wide that you have become affianced to some un- 
known female called Clarinda?’ ; 

Lord Melburne was silent. He was remembering the 
listening footman who had set off immediately towards 
London after his first visit to Sir Roderick. Of course 
Clarinda had been right. The man had gone in search of 
Nicholas and related what he had overheard. Now Nicholas 
Vernon, as he had always anticipated, intended to make 
trouble. 

At the same time, what could he say to Lady Romayne? 

‘I think, dear Buck, you might have told me,’ she was 
saying wistfully in a soft, seductive voice. 

He knew her too well not to know she was seething with 
anger beneath the apparent gentleness of her words. 
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‘Very well, if that be your wish, come and meet Miss 
Vernon, though I assure you, Romayne, there is no reason 
for you to meddle in my affairs at this stage.’ 

‘Have I ever meddled?’ she asked softly. ‘All I have 
ever desired, my most beloved cousin, has been your hap- 


iness. 
r The fact that she assumed that his happiness lay with 
her remained unspoken, but the intention was very obvious 
as she laid one white hand upon his arm and turned her 
beautiful face up to his. 

Dressed in the height of fashion, her high-crowned bon- 
net covered with nodding plumes, with the latest Empire- 
line dress beneath her pelisse showing the curves of her 
exquisite figure, it was hard to imagine that anyone could 
be more enticing. And yet Lord Melburne’s eyes were 
hard as he led the way into the Salon. 

The room was empty, and Lord Melburne, followed 
by Lady Romayne, walked across the room and out through 
the French windows onto the terrace, where there was a 
pervading scent of roses and honeysuckle, and the sunshine 
was warm on their faces. With a sudden feeling of utter 
astonishment Lord Melburne saw Clarinda standing in the 
centre of the rose-garden. 

She was not alone. Julien Wilsdon was with her and he 
had his arms round her, holding her closely against him, 
his head bent towards hers. 

For a moment Lord Melburne stood completely motion- 
less, then Lady Romayne gave an amused laugh. 

‘Poor Buck!’ she said, ‘it appears that already, so soon 
after your betrothal, you must look to your laurels.’ 

At the sound of her voice, Julien Wilsdon and Clarinda 
started apart guiltily. Then as Julien stared towards Lord 
Melburne, Clarinda, with a little cry like that of a fright- 

ened child, turned and ran from the rose-garden across 
the lawn and disappeared behind a clump of lilacs. 

Just for a moment Lord Melburne hesitated, until with- 
out a word to Lady Romayne he turned and walked swiftly 
after Clarinda. 

He had no idea where she had gone, but as he rounded 
the lilac bush behind which she had disappeared, he found 
a path; and moving along it, his chin set square, his mouth 
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once with a quick twist of her body she was free of him. 
Just for a moment she looked at him, her eyes dark with 
anger, before she said slowly and coldly: 

‘I am afraid, My Lord, that your licentious attempts 
at love-making are not appreciated here in the country, 
however successful they may be in London, If indeed you 
are hard-pressed to find a woman, there may be some nit- 
witted village maiden who will not refuse your advances.’ 

She spoke without a hesitation, and it was quite obvious 
that her speech had been prepared. Then the blood flooded 
in her cheeks, her eyes flashed fire and she stamped her 
foot. 

‘If only I were a man,’ she cried, and spat the words 
at him, ‘I would kill you for this!’ 

She ran away before he could reply, twisting in and 
out of the shrubs until within a few seconds he could no 
longer see her. 

Lord Melburne stood for sometime looking at the place 
she had vanished from, with a strange expression on his 
face. 

His anger had gone and now he could only think of 
Clarinda’s stillness in his arms, the softness of her lips, 
and realised incredulously that he had evoked no response 
but hatred. 

Never, in his whole life, had a woman, after he had 
kissed her, turned from him in dislike; never had the pas- 
sionate demands of his lips been rejected. 

Now he was uncomfortably aware of the ignominious 
position in which his impetuous action had placed him. 

He had not meant to insult Clarinda, he had never in 
his wildest moments intended to force his attentions upon 
her. But she made him so damned angry, behaving in such 
a manner in front of Romayne, who, with her sharp tongue 
and her perceptive little brain, would make the very most 
of such a situation. 

Then he knew that, if he was honest with himself, it 
was not only his anger which had made him kiss Clarinda. 
There had been something irresistibly inviting in her parted 
lips and the loveliness of her face turned up to his, in the 
sun shining on her shaken curls, in the incredible whiteness 
of her skin and her cheeks, flushed by his violence. 

There was no doubt that by his behaviour he had put 
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himself in the wrong. She would hate him more than ever 
now, and God knows he deserved it. Your licentious love- 
making.’ What a phrase! He could imagine her thinking 
it out before she had met him, after she had begun to hate 
him because of something she had learnt regarding his 
past. Now she had good reason for her dislike. 

He was aware that she had meant to remain cool and icy 
beneath his lips, to freeze him by her very inaction. Yet 
her anger had swept away her effort at play-acting and he 
knew that she had looked almost lovelier when she had 
raged at him than when he had taken her into his arms. 

The whole situation was, however, a complicated coil 
from which he could see no casy escape, Besides, Romayne 
was waiting for him and God knows what he could tell 
her which would not make the situation worse. 

Lord Melburne was frowning as he retraced his steps 
slowly towards the rose garden. There was no one on the 
Terrace, and as he entered the Salon it was to find Julien 
Wilsdon waiting for him. | 

When Lord Melburne appeared he squared his shoul- 
ders and faced him courageously, but he was obviously 
nervous. 

‘I have to apologise, My Lord,’ he said in a low voice. 

Lord Melburne merely raised his eyebrows. 

‘I would not wish you to think that Miss Vernon be- 
haved anything but correctly,’ Julien went on, ‘and indeed 
I was not, as your guest inferred to me so mockingly, kiss- 
ing her. 

“Then perhaps you would care to ex lain what you wer 
doing,’ Lord Melburne suggested. . ERI 

A was saying good-bye,’ Julien Wilsdon replied miser- 
ably. “My father has forced me, much against my wish, to 
join the Army. I am leaving today. And because I love 
Clarinda I came to bid her farewell.’ 

Lord Melburne said nothing, and after a moment Julien 
continued : 

‘It was unmanly of me, My Lord, but I was almost in 
tears. And when I put my cheek against Clarinda’s, as a 
brother might do to his sister, she did not repulse me. That 
is all—I am telling you the truth because I would not have 
you think she is anything but—perfect.’ 
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He turned towards the door as he finished speaking and 
Lord Melburne had the idea he was fighting to control 
himself 


‘Thank you, Wilsdon, I am much obliged for your 
explanation,’ he said quietly. 

Then realising how humiliating it must have been for 
the boy—for he was little more—to apologise, he added 


kindly: 

‘Good luck in the Army. You will enjoy it, even though 
you do not think so now. I swear to you the happiest days 
of my life were when I was with my regiment.’ 

‘I hope you are right, My Lord,’ Julien Wilsdon said 
despondently, and went from the room, closing the door 
quietly behind him. 

Lord Melburne waited a few moments until he thought 
Julien would have left the house before he went from the 
Salon into the Hall. Bates was by the door. 

‘Lady Romayne Ramsey left you her compliments, My 
Lord, and asked me to tell Your Lordship that she would 
wait for you at Melburne.’ 

‘Then I wiil follow Her Ladyship right away. Will you 
give Sir Roderick my respects and say an unexpected guest 
precludes my being able to visit him at the time I intended. 
But I will return later this evening, about an hour before 
dinner.’ 

“Very good, M’Lord.’ 

Lord Melburne hesitated a moment, then he added: 

‘And tell Miss Vernon I would be deeply obliged if I 
might dine with her this evening. It will be too late after 
I have finished with Sir Roderick for me to return home 
for dinner.’ 

‘I will tell Miss Clarinda, M’Lord,’ the butler said. | 
‘I hope we shall be able to offer Your Lordship a meal to 
your satisfaction.’ 

Lord Melburne went towards his Phaeton with a twinkle 
in his eyes. He was certain it would infuriate Clarinda to 
be forced to entertain him. But he knew that the fact that 
he was dining out would provide him with a plausible 
excuse to send Lady Romayne back to London. 

Also he could not deny that he wanted to see Clarinda 
again. 
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Clarinda reached the sanctuary of her bedroom and 
slammed the door behind her. 

She stood for a moment, her hands to her flushed face, 
conscious that her heart was beating violently in her breast 
and that she was angry with a fury that she had never ex- 
perienced before. 

‘How dare he! How dare he!’ she cried aloud, and 
stamping her foot as she had stamped it at Lord Melburne, 
she ran across the room to fling herself down on her bed 
and bury her face in the pillow. 

She had known, she told herself, when Sir Roderick 
had first made her write and ask Lord Melburne to come 
to the Priory, that this was bound to happen. 

It was just how she had anticipated he would behave, 
and yet the realisation was so different from her imagin- 


ings. 

She had no idea that a man’s lips could be so hard and 
fierce as Lord Melburne’s had been when he first kissed 
her, she had never dreamt that the same lips could become 
persuasive yet gentle, possessive yet tender. So that was 
being kissed ! 

His Lordship behaved in the licentious manner that she 
had expected, and she had been ready for him! Ready 
with the speech that she had rehearsed to herself a hundred 
times just because there was every chance that with such a 
near neighbour she would meet him sooner or later. 

‘He is despicable,’ she said aloud. ‘I hate him! I hate 
him!’ 


As she spoke she knew that the hatred she had felt for 
him for the last four years was now something far more 
violent and far more real because he had the power to 
disturb her personally. 

It was not only what he said, it was those strange grey 
eyes of his which seemed to look deep into her heart, which 
made her feel small and unsure of herself. 

She felt, when he came into a room so incredibly hand- 
some, so immaculate and fashionably dressed, that she 


54 





paled into insignificance in her shabby gowns with her 
hair arranged untidily and her ignorance, of which she 
was very conscious, of the fashionable world. 

Why should he perturb her so greatly? She hoped that 
Sir Roderick would not live long, and then Lord Melburne 
would depart back to London and she need never see him 


again. 
sq hate him! I hate him!’ she said again, thinking of 
his mouth on hers. 

She rubbed her lips, but she knew she could never en- 
tirely rub away the memory of her first kiss, a kiss which 
had ended almost sweetly. i 

It had given her the strange feeling that if she surren- 
dered herself to what Lord Melbourne was asking of her 
with his lips, she would have lost her very identity. 

She did not know quite what she meant; she had felt 
imprisoned by the strength of his arms and so small and 
so weak that it was almost impossible to fight him. 

There was something he was demanding of her, some- 
thing he was attempting to make her give him, something 
he must take and hold captive! She had the uneasy feeling 
that it was her heart. 

‘He had no right to touch me!” she told herself fiercely, 
and yet she knew in all fairness that she had provoked him 
into excusable anger. 

It must have been galling for him, she admitted, to find 
her with Julien, and he was not to know that she was 
merely comforting a very miserable young man who was 
near to tears because he must say good-bye. 

It was provoking enough for His Lordship to see them 
but Clarinda realised that the presence of a friend with 
him made it positively humiliating. She had heard a 
woman’s voice and heard her laugh—an affected, society 
laugh, she thought scornfully; and she recalled the quick 
glimpse of a peaked bonnet, of floating plumes, of a pelisse 
of vivid scarlet silk before she had turned and run for the 
shelter of the shrubbery. 

Her face burnt at the thought. How could she have been 
so foolish? 

She could have retained her composure, walked forward 
to greet the new guest to the Priory, and explained that 
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Julien was an old friend saying good-bye before he joined 
the Army. 

‘Why,’ she asked herself miserably, ‘could I not have 
behaved like a lady instead of a child?’ 

She buried her face again in the pillow, ashamed at the 
mistake she had made. She told herself she could forgive 
Lord Melburne his anger, but he had kissed her and that 
she could never forgive. 

‘He is entirely unscrupulous where women are con- 
cerned,’ she told herself. 

She remembered Jessica’s soft voice telling her how she 
had fought against him, until physically she was too ex- 
hausted to withstand his supreme strength. Later she had 
on against her heart until it betrayed her into loving 


Clarinda could recall all too clearly the horror she had 
felt as Jessica Tansfield had unfolded her tale. Clarinda 
had been fifteen at the time, full of admiration of her 
grown-up friend, who past seventeen, was a débutante and 
had already been presented to their Majesties. 

Jessica was pretty with her dark hair, her winged eye- 
brows and her slanting dark eyes. But because she was 
bored in the country she had made a confidante of little 
Clarinda, boasting of her many conquests, keeping her 
wide-eyed with stories of the fashionable world, of the 
Routs and Masques, the Assemblies and Balls—a world 
where apparently gentlemen stalked a pretty woman as if 
she were a wild animal they must capture. 

Then Jessica related how she had met Lord Melburne 
and he had ravished her against her will. 

‘Afterwards I loved him,’ she said with tears in her 
eyes. ‘I could not help it! I flung myself at his feet and 
begged him to marry me, but he only laughed. Yes, he 
laughed, Clarinda, and I could only lie there, broken and 
desolate, my long hair hanging over my shoulders to hide 
my nakedness.’ 

Clarinda had felt even in that poignant moment of con- 
fession that Jessica was taking poetical licence, for her 
hair had never grown longer than shoulder length. 

But the story of Lord Melburne’s brutality had made 
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Clarinda swear undying enmity towards the man who had 
treated a young and innocent girl so brutally. 

‘I gave him my body, my heart, my soul,’ Jessica sobbed 
brokenly. ‘I could not help it.’ 

‘Has anyone ever resisted him?’ she asked Jessica. 

‘No one,’ Jessica replied, because he is irresistible. That 
is what he is called in London and it is exactly what he is, 
Clarinda—irresistible. Poor weak women cannot escape 
from his magnetism, the power he exerts over every female 
he encounters.’ 

Jessica had left the Priory to partake of further gaiety 
and amusements of London, but Clarinda had stayed in 
the country and planned how she would behave if ever she 
were unfortunate enough to meet Lord Melburne. 

She would be completely unresponsive towards him, 
she told herself. It would be hard for a man to kiss a woman 
who was cold as an iceberg in his arms. The speech she had 
prepared would show him her utter contempt, and she had 
rehearsed it over and over until she was word-perfect. 

She told herself now she had recited it to perfection, 
except at the end when she had lost her temper and 
raged at him. This was perhaps because the tenderness of 
his kisses had been such a surprise. 

In her anticipation of what would occur she had not 

cted him to be angry. He had held her close in his 
arms but he had not made love to her as Jessica had des- 
cribed. Jessica had fought against his passionate desire, 
not his anger. 

Clarinda recalled how roughly he had shaken her. She 
was certain that tomorrow she would have bruises on her 
shoulder. 

' Now she wondered who Lord Melburne’s guest had 
been and what she and Julien might have said to each 
other when they were alone. Clarinda felt herself blush 
again. How could she have been so gauche as to run away? 
She wondered what explanation Lord Melburne could 
have given the lady, and whether they were still down- 
stairs or if they had left the house. 

Even as she wondered what had happened, there came a 
knock on her bedroom door. She sat up on the bed, tense 
and apprehensive. Then she realised that Lord Melburne 
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would not knock so subserviently if he wished to enter her 
room. 

‘Come in!’ Clarinda cried. 

Bates, the butler, opened the door. 

‘His Lordship’s compliments, Miss Clarinda,’ he an- 
nounced, ‘and he has returned to Melburne. His Lordship 
asked me to tell you that he will visit Sir Roderick this 
evening and would be obliged if you would entertain him 
to dinner. It will be too late for him to return for dinner 
at Melburne after he has left Sir Roderick.’ 

For a moment Clarinda could only stare at Bates. How 
dare Lord Melburne invite himself to the Priory after the 
manner in which he had behaved! But with a little lift of 
her chin she told herself she was not afraid of him. 

‘Very well, Bates,’ she said. ‘Tell Cook to prepare a 
proper dinner for His Lordship’s delectation.’ 

“Very good, Miss Clarinda,’ Bates answered. Then hesi- 
tating, he said: 

‘I think I ought to tell you, Miss, that the coachman 
to Lady Romayne Ramsey told me that the reason Her 
Ladyship posted to Melburne is that Mr. Nicholas has 
heard of your betrothal to His Lordship. Mad as fire he is, 
according to Her Ladyship’s maid.’ 

Clarinda gave a little cry. 

‘Oh, Bates, I hope Mr. Nicholas does not come here 
to upset Sir Roderick.’ 

‘I hope not indeed, Miss,’ Bates replied before he closed 
the door. 

When he had gone Clarinda thought of Nicholas, and 
her eyes were frightened. Nicholas at this very moment 
was ‘as mad as fire’ because he knew he had been dis- 
inherited and that she, Clarinda, was to be the heir to the 
Priory estates! 

As she thought of him Clarinda was aware that she was 
trembling. She felt hatred towards Lord Melburne but 
her feelings about Nicholas were very different. Distrust 
of him had overshadowed her life ever since she had first 
met him. 

It had started when she first came to the Priory after 
her father and mother’s death in a carriage accident. The 
curricle that Lawrence Vernon was driving collided with 
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a mail coach, and the lighter vehicle rolled over down a 
steep incline and into a rocky stream. When the rescuers 
found them both Lawrence Vernon and his wife were dead. 

Sir Roderick Vernon had come to their home to take 
Clarinda away so that she could live at the Priory with 
him. He was a kindly man and she soon developed a deep 
affection for him. 

But she could see now Nicholas, who had been abroad, 
striding into the Salon unexpectedly, and although at first 
she was pleased to have a grown-up and elegant young 
man as a companion, she soon felt embarrassed by the 
expression in his eyes when he looked at her, by the manner 
in which his hands sought excuse to touch her immature 


boy. me 

She found herself shrinking from his very proximity. 
She tried to avoid him, to make excuses not to be alone 
with him. 

One night after she had gone to bed, she had heard 
someone open the door and thought it was the housekeeper 
or one of the housemaids. Then by the light of the candle 
burning by her bed she had seen Nicholas come creeping 
into the room, had observed the expression on his face 
and, innocent though she was, knew she was in deadly 
danger. y 

He had come nearer and nearer to her bed, with a look 
in his eyes which made her scream in a terror that was 
based on instinct—an instinct which told her he was evil. 

Her screams had brought Sir Roderick into the room. 
She had jumped from her bed into his arms sobbing bit- 
terly, and Nicholas’s blustering lies had made no im- 
pression on his father. 

Sir Roderick had heard far too many stories of his son’s 
behaviour with young women. There was the tale of a 
farmer’s daughter who was with child and innumerable 
other scandals which had reached Sir Roderick’s ears from 
time to time. EA 

But finding him in Clarinda’s room had made him 
angry as Nicholas had never seen him angry before. When 
Nicholas next returned after a six months’ absence to the 
Priory, he paid little attention to Clarinda except to sneer 
at her and tell her-sarcastically that she was ‘the cuckoo 
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in his nest’. But she was careful, where possible, to keep 
out of his sight and never to be alone with him. 

Then three months ago he had come home after his 
father had been taken ill. | 

‘I need money,’ he said roughly to Clarinda. ‘How much 
have you got hidden away?’ 

‘I have no money, Clarinda replied. 

‘I do not want your ribbon-pennies,’ Nicholas answered 
rudely, ‘you have the key to the rents and other income 
sales from the Estate.’ 

‘But you cannot take that!’ Clarinda expostulated. 

He wrenched the key from her when she tried to hide it 
from him, emptied the strong-box and laughed when she 
tried to dissuade him. 

_ “Why not run tale-telling to my father?’ he jeered, know- 
ing she would not upset Sir Roderick when he was so ill. 

The next morning, when to Clarinda’s relief Nicholas 
had announced he was returning to London, she found 
him in the Library with a picture in his hand. It was a 
Van Dyck which Sir Roderick had told her was very valu- 
able and an heirloom. 

“What are you doing?’ she asked before she could pre- 
vent the question. 

“Helping myself to what is already mine, or will be in a 
very short time,’ he answered. 

“But you cannot take it while your father is still alive,’ 
she protested. 

He looked at her with hard eyes, but his lips smiled. 

“You cannot stop me!” 

“No indeed, I have no right to do so,’ she replied, “but 
you must see what you are doing is wrong, even though it 
will be yours one day.’ 

“What a little prude you are!’ he exclaimed. 

He put down the picture and stood looking at her. 

‘I think perhaps I would be wise to marry you,’ he said 
slowly. “You can spend your time here looking after the 
Estate, which I understand you are most competent to 
do, and I can amuse myself in London. I am sure you would 
be a most conformable wife.’ 

‘I have no desire to marry you,’ Clarinda answered 
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quickly, ‘that is, if you are serious in what you suggest, 
which I doubt.’ 

‘I am serious!’ Nicholas replied. ‘Yes, it is a good idea. 
You have been growing very attractive these last years, 
Clarinda. That untouched look has a charm of its own.’ 

Then as he spoke his eyes narrowed and Clarinda had 
a sudden awareness of evil. She would have turned away 
and left the Library, but he caught hold of her arm. 

‘A virgin!’ she heard him say almost beneath his breath 
as if he had suddenly thought of it. 

‘Let me go,’ she said in a sudden panic. 

‘Afraid of me,’ he asked. ‘Well, why not? Fear is often 
a very effective stimulus to desire.’ 

‘I do not know what you are talking about,’ Clarinda 
said. ‘Let me go, I think your father had need of me.’ 

‘And so have I!’ Nicholas muttered, ‘so have I!’ 

He released her and she ran from the room, but as she 
went she knew she was more afraid of him then than she 
had ever been of anyone in her whole life. 

Very shortly after that she became aware of rumours 
and scandal about Nicholas. At first she had no idea what 
they sprang from, but from remarks made by the servants 
and the fact that Sir Roderick was unusually kind to her, 
she knew that Nicholas had committed some crime or sin 
that was unforgivable. 

It did not surprise her, she had always known that he 
was wicked; and she remembered again her terror when 
he had come to her room and when in the Library he had 
talked of marriage. . 

Perhaps all men were wicked, she thought, perhaps all 
men were despicable, ruthless, brutal. She hated Nicholas, 
and she hated Lord Melburne. Were they typical of their 
sex, so that a woman with any decency must stay away 
from all men? 

Although Clarinda might reiterate again and again that 
she hated Lord Melburne, nevertheless, being a woman 
she could not resist attempting to look her best for him 
as she changed for dinner. 

Her choice of gowns was not large. She had three evening 
dresses, but they had now been in her wardrobe for 
years and were those which Sir Roderick had bought her 
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only when the gowns she had brought with her from her 
home were too tight to be decent. 

Sir Roderick hated spending money on anything but 
his beloved Estate; so while Clarinda longed for new 
clothes, she was too fond of him to plague him to spend 
money when she knew he grudged her every penny of it. 

She wished now, however, that she had something really 
smart and fashionable with which to dazzle Lord Mel- 
burne; for she knew how elegant he would look. It was 
amazing that he could dress so fashionably, and yet not 
in any way appear to be a dandy. 

She had thought that Julien looked smart, but that was 
before she had seen Lord Melburne. Never had she imag- 
ined a man could have coats that fitted him without a 
wrinkle, or cravats so meticulously tied that they seemed 
to adorn him by nature rather than by artifice. 

She looked with dissatisfied eyes at the three plain gowns 
from which she must make her choice. Finally she chose 
one of pale green, which she knew would make her skin 
seem white and bring out the red of her hair. It was a 
plain little dress made by the village seamstress, but to 
which Clarinda had added some satin ribbons. 

When she was ready she looked at her reflection in the 
glass. Picking two white roses from the vase on her dress- 
ing-table she pinned them onto her dress, and thought 
that as she had no jewellery they would relieve the plain- 
ness of her gown. 

She had dressed more quickly than she anticipated, and 
realised it would be an hour before Lord Melburne would 
arrive to see Sir Roderick. Although she felt shy, she also 
felt a strange excitement at the thought of seeing him 
again. He was her adversary; but there was something 
stimulating in pitting her wits against his. 

He might kiss her against her will, but he could not 
force her to tell him why she had such a dislike of him. 
She knew it irritated and puzzled him not to know what 
she held against him and that her silence in Keeping him 
guessing was a subtle revenge in itself. | 

At least life is different, not dull and uneventful, sh 
thought as she ran down the stairs. om 

She decided she would tidy the Salon, as the house- 
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maids often omitted to do, and see if Bates had thought 
to put out a bottle of Sir Roderick’s best brandy. 

She opened the door of the Salon and stood frozen by 
fear into stillness. Standing on the hearthrug with another 
man beside him was Nicholas. 

‘Good evening, Clarinda,’ Nicholas said. ba S 

She felt herself shrink inside at the sound of his voice 
and the look in his eyes, but she held her head proudly. 

‘Why are you here?’ she managed to ejaculate after a 

ent. 
~I called to see you, Nicholas replied. “Bates told me 
you were changing for dinner, so I told him not to disturb 
you. You have come downstairs quicker than I anticipated. 

‘We were not expecting you,’ Clarinda said, feeling that 
to speak more openly would be disloyal in front of a 

tranger. 
Nicholas saw her glance at the man beside him and 
said: 

‘Gerald, let me present you to my father’s niece. Sir 
Gerald Kegan—Miss Clarinda Vernon. Clarinda is to be 
my wife.’ 

For a moment Clarinda was speechless, then she said, 
stammering a little: 

It is not t...true! Why do you say s...such th... 
things?” 

“Because it happens to be the truth,’ Nicholas answered. 
‘I have come to fetch you, Clarinda. We are to be mar- 
ried later this evening. 

‘You must be crazed,’ Clarinda retorted. ‘You know 
full well I a marry you.’ 

Nicholas looked at her. 

‘I always thought you were dangerous, Clarinda, but 
your scheming is of little consequence because when you 
are my wife the Estate will be mine and so will you. 

Clarinda took a deep breath. 

‘Listen, Nicholas,’ she said. ‘I know your father has 
disinherited you, leaving the Priory and the Estate to me. 
But I assure you I do not intend to keep it. It is yours by 
right, and I intend to give you the greater part of what 
Uncle Roderick leaves me. There are only certain cottages 
for old-age pensioners and retired Estate workers, and a 
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small house known as Four Gables that I would like 
keep. The rest is yours.’ 

Nicholas twisted his lips, 

“You are very accommodating when you are corn 
Clarinda, but I assure you my way is the best. There will 
be a” ea o Ter who gives the orders.” 

o you really will agree to marry you?” Clarinda. 
asked, and now the loathing she had for him was evident: 
in her voice. 
di 1 pik later you mil be grateful to me,’ Nicholas said, 

re was something sinister in the way he spoke. 
What do you think, Gerald?’ hie 

Clarinda looked quickly at the gentleman beside 
as if she could expect help from that quarter. 

Sir Gerald Kegan was a man of about forty and 
thought she had never seen a more debauched face. There 
say lines Ken eyes and a look in them which told 

r, mexperienced though she was, that he | 
steeped in vice and degradation. ei 

She would have no help from him, she was sure of it. 

Miss Vernon will make a very lovely ... wife, Sir. 
a said in Ta to Nicholas’s question. He paused 

ore uttering the word ‘wife’ as if h thinking 
something else. à ry q 

‘Get your cloak, Clarinda,’ Nicholas said. < iage 
is os outside.’ ? Bi tee 

am not coming with you,’ she said, making a move- 
ment as if she would retreat, but Nicholas took Ne arm. 

Now listen, Clarinda, he said. You are coming with 
eu now to the Caves. I expect you have heard about 


He felt her stiffen and saw the sudden horror in her 















“When our meeting there this evening is over I intend 
to make you my wife,’ he continued. ‘Most young women 
who are initiated into the mysteries of our society are not 
2 fortunate as RR an offer of marriage. But you 

an exception because, of co : 
sa 5 urse, you are my father’s 

‘What are you saying to me?’ Clarinda asked in a low, 
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frightened voice. ‘Let me go, Nicholas, you cannot mean 
this!’ 


‘But I do mean it,’ he answered. ‘No one is going to 
take my birthright from me. No, Clarinda, I am not such 
a fool as you and my father apparently imagine. Now 
come quietly, or if you prefer it I will ue you. I think 
you would find it impossible to struggle when I have 
poured this down your white throat,’ 

He pointed as he spoke to a small bottle which Sir 
Gerald Kegan had drawn from his pocket. It was a black 
bottle such as chemists frequently used for poison. Clarinda 
gave a little cry of horror. 

“Yours is the choice,” he said. 

Clarinda felt a sense of utter helplessness. This could 
not be true! It could not be happening! Who would help 
her? She remembered that Lord Melbourne was coming 
to dinner, but she would have been taken away by Nicholas 
before he arrived. 

“Choose, Nicholas said sharply as she did not answer. 
‘Will you come willingly or do I render you insensible?’ 

‘I will ... not be ... drugged,’ Clarinda faltered, ‘I 
will come... with... you.’ 

‘I thought you would,’ he said with an unpleasant smile 
of triumph. 

He took his hand from her arm, and Clarinda looked 
round her wildly for a means of escape. Nicholas’s lips 
sneered as he said: 

‘I was once a good runner, even though I am out of 

ice. And if you scream for help, who will come to 
your aid but old Bates, whom I could overcome with 
no effort, or perhaps a giggling housemaid whom I omitted 
to seduce on my last visit here?’ 

Clarinda felt like screaming, but some inner pride would 
not allow her to give Nicholas the satisfaction of seeing 
her lose control of herself. 

‘I have said ... I will come with ... you,’ she said, ‘I 
will not attempt to. .. run away.’ 

‘Come then,’ Nicholas said. 

With a mocking gesture he offered her his arm. She 
took it, and felt like the French aristocrats must have felt 
when they went to the guillotine. 
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As they reached the door of the Salon, Nicholas said: 

“You can send for your cape. I cannot allow you to get | 
it yourself in case you have any foolish ideas of escape.’ 

They moved into the Hall. Bates was standing by the 
front door and Clarinda saw the worry and anxiety in 
his old face. She was about to speak to him, when she saw 
Rose, her maid, who had come with her to the Priory 
from her home, hovering at the top of the stairs. Clarinda 
raised her voice. | 

‘Rose,’ she said, ‘please bring me my cape from my 
bedroom, the one with the hood.’ 

“Very good, Miss Clarinda,’ Rose answered. 

There was a tremor in her voice and Clarinda realised 
that because Nicholas had been forbidden to come to the 
Priory, they knew that his very presence was an outrage 
against their master’s wishes. 

Rose came hurrying back with the cloak to where 
Clarinda was waiting with Nicholas and Sir Gerald, who 
were standing on either side of her. She turned her back 
on Rose, who placed the cloak over her shoulders; and 
then quickly she turned round to say: 

‘My roses have come undone; fasten them securely.’ 

Just for a moment she had her back to Nicholas, and 
in a whisper, so that only Rose could hear her, she said: 

“Tell His Lordship the Caves.’ 

Then she turned, pulling her cloak around her, and 
holding her head high she walked across the Hall and out 
of the door towards the coach that was waiting outside. 
She felt numb, everything was unreal as in a distorted 
dream. 

It was a large and luxurious carriage, Clarinda noticed 
with some detached part of her brain. The back seat was 
wide, and the two men sat on either side of her, Nicholas 
on her right and Sir Gerald on her left. 

She felt she was a prisoner, and they were her warders. 
She knew too that Sir Gerald deliberately sat as close as 
possible, his knee against hers. She felt revolted by him 
and again was conscious of a terrifying evil emanating 
from both men. 

‘I must congratulate you,’ Nicholas said as the horses 
started up, ‘on an admirable show of self-control, my dear 
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Clarinda. I am surprised at your restraint.’ 

‘So am I,’ Sir Gerald agreed. 

He put out his hand as he spoke, and taking Clarinda 
by the chin turned her face round to his. h 

‘She is lovely, very lovely, he said. ‘It is a pity, Nicholas, 
that I cannot be the first. You would not like, I suppose, 
to relinquish your authority as Master and give me the 
privilege of initiating this attractive creature into the de- 
lights of love.’ 

Clarinda tried to twist her chin away from him, but he 
was too strong for her. 

‘Clarinda is to become my wife,’ Nicholas replied. 

Sir Gerald glanced towards him. ; 

“You may change your tune by the time the night is 
over,’ he answered. ‘Remember what happened to the last 
one when the others had finished with her.’ 

‘Clarinda will be my wife,’ Nicholas repeated. 

‘But at the moment she is unspoiled, entrancing, desir- 
able,’ Sir Gerald murmured. 

He bent his head towards Clarinda, his fingers still 
holding her captive. She realised he was about to kiss her 
and with a quick movement of her body shrank away in 
terror from his thick lips, his coarse face and the glitter of 
lust in his eyes. 

“Leave her alone!’ Nicholas said sharply. ‘She is dedi- 
cated. She is the first one who we can be sure is pure and 
untouched. Tonight He will come to us, I am convinced 
of it.’ 

Reluctantly Sir Gerald set Clarinda free. She did not 
understand what they were saying, and yet she knew that 
every word was impregnated with evil. She wanted to 
scream and scream again. 

The numbness which seemed to have fallen on her like a 
cloud as she entered the coach was giving way to a horror 
which was terrifying her to the point when she knew her 
self-control might snap at any moment. Only the know- 
ledge that Nicholas would not hesitate to pour the obnox- 
ious liquid down her throat made her keep still and silent. 

The only hope of escape, she told herself desperately, 
was for her to keep her senses. There was just a chance 
that Lord Melburne might save her. How he would do it 
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she did not know, but she found a strange comfort in think- 
ing of his strength, of that firm squareness of his chin and . 
the determination of his mouth. 

She had seen him deal effectively with the bullying 
tenant Nicholas had sent to the Priory, and she felt he 
would also be able to deal with Nicholas. Besides, she 
had always been told it was impossible for anyone to better 
Lord Melburne in any activity. Had not his prowess at 
shooting, boxing and riding been a continual spur to her 
hatred of him because he was invariably so successful? 

They drove relentlessly along the highway, and she tried 
to remember all she had heard of the Hell Fire Clubs but 
for the moment her memory seemed blank. Then she real- 
ised that to enter a Club one must be a Member. So how 
would it be possible for Lord Melburne to rescue her if | 
he could not effect an entrance? 

With a sinking of her heart she thought that even if he | 
got the support of the local people, it would be too late as 
far as she was concerned. She was both innocent and ignor- 
ant, but she had a vague idea why people spoke with bated 
breath of the orgies that took place in such Clubs. 

Rose had told her that Simple Sarah had a child which 
had been fathered by Nicholas, a child that later had been 
stolen and, it was believed, had died in the Caves. Clarinda 
had been shocked and she had not wanted to hear more. 

But now she wished she had listened. Perhaps it would 
be better to be prepared for what lay ahead than just to 
try to guess what horrors were waiting in the dark place. 

They turned off the main highway and proceeded along 
the chalk road which led towards the Caves. Clarinda had 
ridden that way in the-past. Through the window she 
had a sudden glimpse of Dene’s Farm, and she knew as 
she saw it why Nicholas had wanted the new tenant to 
have it. 

_ The man was a priest, Clarinda was sure she had been © 
right in her supposition. It was he who would marry them, 
if indeed she was, as Nicholas had threatened, to become 
his wife when the ceremonies were over. 

Why, why if she was to bear his name did he threaten | 
to subject her to what she guessed would be a degradation 
and an outrage beyond words? Then she realised that | 
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Nicholas would never forgive her for stealing, as he 
thought, his inheritance from him. 

He did not care for his home, he had never shown the 
least interest in the Estate. But it meant money—money 
for depravity in London, money he would spend in vice 
and gambling, money of which he never had enough, to 
be thrown away in a spendthrift fashion. 

Impulsively Clarinda turned towards him. 

‘Nicholas,’ she said, ‘believe me, everything that your 
father has willed to me will be yours. I give you my word, 
I will sign any papers you like. I will not take one penny 
of your money. Please do not do this to me. Let me free, 
I beg of you.’ 

‘Why should I?’ Nicholas retorted. ‘Besides, even if I 
listened to your pleadings, which I have no intention of 
doing, I would not wish to disappoint my friends. How 
upsetting for everyone concerned for you not to play your 
part in the mysteries, not to participate in the ecstasy that 
Satan gives to all those who worship Him.’ 

Could he really believe such nonsense? Clarinda won- 
dered; and then remembered that she had once been told 
that Satanists were as fervent as Puritans. 

The horses were slowing down as they approached the 
entrance to the Caves. 

“Do you really ... credit,’ she whispered, ‘that you can 
evoke . . . the Devil Himself?’ 

‘He will come to us tonight, I am sure of it,’ Nicholas 
replied, and there was a note of madness in his voice that 
she had never heard before. 


5 


Lord Melburne made no attempt to push his horses on the 
drive back to his home. He wanted time to think, to be 
ready with an answer to the question that Lady Romayne 
was bound to ask him. 

He felt a surge of irritation to find himself in the posi- 
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tion of having to give an explanation of what he believed | 
until now was entirely his own business. At the same time 
he had to admit that while it was interfering of Romayne 
to come posting down from London, she had a certain 
amount of justification. 

After all, whether he liked it or not, their names had 
been linked together, and he knew the betting in St. 
James’s was that Romayne would propel him up the aisle 
before the end of the year. 

‘Blast it, I want to remain a bachelor, he told himself, 
and then he found himself thinking of Clarinda and how 
soft her lips had been beneath his. 

_ He was almost prepared to bet that that was the first 
time she had been kissed. There was an inexperience about 
her that was unmistakable. It was the first time, he thought, 
he had ever kissed anyone so young and so unsophisticated. 

His love affairs had nearly always been with married 
women, mostly because they made it easy for him to accept 
their favours, and also because like many of his contem- 
poraries, he found that women who were ‘up to snuff’ 
were far less dangerous than those who expected a wed- 
ding-ring in compensation for the surrender of their 
virtue. 

Few married women in society would risk the ostracism 
which must arise from being involved in a scandal. Few 
of them wished to incur their husbands’ wrath, which might 
even result in a duel, by being indiscreet where a lover 
was concerned. 

But Romayne was different, Lord Melburne remem- 
bered uncomfortably: she was a widow. And though she 
undoubtedly came into the class of sophisticated females, 
there was no doubt at all that she would welcome another 
husband, and himself in particular. 

How soft, how incredibly soft Clarinda’s lips had been, 
and yet she had not responded to his kisses, although he 
had tried most persuasively to make her yield. 

He knew how quickly most women would kiss him back 
with a wild abandon even before he himself was aroused; 
but the anger in Clarinda’s eyes and the fury in her voice 
had told him all too clearly what emotion he had in fact 
incited in her. 


‘I must be getting old,’ he said to himself with a twist 
of his lips, or was it that Clarinda was the type of female 
he had never met before—a cold and frigid woman? 

That he could not believe, not with the colour of her 
hair. He recalled the changing expressions on her face, the 
emotions that were so clearly expressed in her large eyes and 
the way her voice would sometimes sound quite passionate 
when she felt deeply about something. No, Clarinda was 
not cold—except where he was concerned! l 

As he turned his horses through the great gates of Mel- 
burne with their heraldic stone lions standing guardian 
on either side, he had the sobering thought that she had 
broken the legend of his irresistibility, which he had almost 
begun to believe in himself. 

He had for the first time in his life met a woman who 
did not find him irresistible, a woman who could keep 
such a rigid control over herself that she had remained 
stiff and unyielding in his arms while her lips refused the 
invitation of his. 

Anyway, why worry about her? As soon as Sir Roderick 
died his involvement would end automatically: she would 
be rid of him and he of her. He had no wish, he told him- 
self, to interfere where he was not wanted. 

No! He would go back to London, amuse himself as 
he had always done and forget this tiresome country girl 
with her absurd dislike of him which she would not sub- 
stantiate. 

At the same time it was infuriating that his curiosity 
in the matter would remain unassuaged! He knew this 
would be a constant irritation however much he tried to 
forget Clarinda. | 

Melburne looked very lovely in the late afternoon sun- 
shine. The shadows were growing longer and clouds were 
drifting over the blue of the sky. The lake was molten 
silver, the wind was blowing among the purple and white 
lilac bushes and scattering the pink blossom from the 
almond trees. 

It was almost breathtakingly beautiful, but for once 
Lord Melburne hardly noticed his home as he drove to- 
wards it, for his thoughts were occupied elsewhere. 

‘Lady Romayne is in the Blue Salon, M’Lord,’ the 
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Major-domo told him as he entered the Hall. 

‘I am dining out,’ Lord Melburne said, ‘and I wish to 
leave here in about an hour and a half. Order my closed 
carriage and two horses.’ 

“Very good, M'Lord. 

Lord Melburne crossed the Hall and entered the Blue 
Salon. Romayne was lying on the sofa with her head rest- 
img against a soft satin cushion as if she were tired. She 
had taken off her bonnet and her pelisse and she looked 
very beautiful with the transparency of her gauze dress 
revealing her sinuous figure, her red lips pouting a little, 
her eyes hinting at unshed tears. One white hand fluttered 
out towards him. 

“Buck, my dear, how sweet of you to return so swiftly.’ 

He bowed over her hand but did not touch it with his 


lips. Then he stood, his arm on the mantelpiece, looking 


down at her. 

‘I know what you are going to ask me,’ he said, “and 
quite frankly, Romayne, I have no explanation to give 
you at the moment. In a day or two perhaps, but now I 
have nothing to say.’ 

She clasped her hands together. 

“You are being cruel to me,’ she complained. ‘You are 
telling me that I should not have come to see you, that 
I should have stayed in London beset by anxiety, worried 
and distressed because you had not confided in me. Oh 
my dear cousin, why do you not trust me?’ 

‘It is not a question of that,’ Lord Melburne replied. 

“You are prevaricating,’ Lady Romayne said accusingly. 
“You know as well as I do that something untoward has 
occurred. But I will not badger you, I am far too sensible 
for that. All I want to know, and please be truthful, is 
everything finished between—us?’ 

There was a little sob in her voice. She turned her head 
aside as though she must hide her tears from him. 

‘Surely that is presuming a great many things that I am 
not preparei Paa ie Lord Melburne said. “There has 
never anythi etween us, Romayne, except what I 
believe to be a warm friendship.’ oe Nl 

‘It may have been only friendship on your part, Buck,’ 
she replied, ‘but on mine it was very—different.’ 
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‘If that is true,’ Lord Melburne said, “this is not the 
time or the place, Romayne, to discuss it. Please do as I 
ask you. Do not try to force me into giving you an explana- 
tion that I cannot proffer at this particular moment, but 
which will quite easily be yours within a week.’ 

“Why, why are you entangled?’ Romayne asked, her 
voice rising. “Who is this country wench, this badly dressed 
and badly behaved young woman, who, if she has not 
captured your fancy, has at least involved you in a situation 
which must puzzle, if not perturb, your friends like 
myself?’ 

‘My friends like yourself were not supposed to hear 
about it,’ Lord Melburne said. ‘This is entirely a local 
problem, Romayne, which should not have gone beyond 
the gates of the Priory and the gates of Melburne. It is 
something which involves the wishes of a dying man, and 
that is all I can tell you at the moment.’ 

‘If you had told me that personally in private,’ Lady 
Romayne answered, ‘I would, of course, have accepted 
your confidence gladly and helped you if you needed my 
help. But for Mr. Nicholas Vernon, whom I hardly know, 
to announce your betrothal in my own Drawing Room 
when I was entertaining friends is hardly something you 
would expect me to accept calmly and without question.’ 

“You could have questioned me when I return to Lon- 
don,’ Lord Melburne said a little coldly. 

“And when is that likely to be?” Lady Romayne asked. 
ʻI called at Melburne House and they told me they expected 
you yesterday. When I sent round again this morning and 
found you had not returned, I felt the only thing was to 
come to Melburne and find out for myself what was so 
momentous as to keep you in the country. 

Lord Melburne said nothing, and after a moment Lady 
Romayne continued softly: 

“To set my mind at rest, Buck, tell me something that 
will make me happy. Tell me our relationship is the same 
as it has ever been and that at least you care for me—a 
little.’ 

‘I do not know quite what you mean by that?’ Lord 
Melburne replied evasively. ‘As I have already told you, 
our relationship, as far as I am concerned, is one of friend- 
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ship. On many occasions we have enjoyed each other's | 


company. I hope that will continue.’ 
Lady Romayne rose from the sofa and moved towards 
him. When she reached his side she held out her hand. 
‘You know,’ she said softly, ‘that I want more than that.’ 


He did not touch her, he only looked down at her dark | 


beauty, her long lashes fluttering against her cheeks, her 
red lips raised invitingly towards his. 

‘I think, Romayne,’ he said quietly, ‘it is time for you 
to return to London. I am dining out, and I have an 


appointment before dinner. There is really not time to | 


discuss anything now.’ 


She moved a little nearer to him and put out one hand | 


to touch him. 
‘And suppose,’ she said in a very soft voice, ‘I feel too 
exhausted to return to London tonight? Suppose I stay 


with you here at Melburne. Would that be very—com- | 


promising?’ 
His Lordship’s eyes were hard and the lines round his 
mouth seemed more cynical than usual as he answered: 
“Not in the least, my dear Romayne. If you wish to stay, 
here, it can be arranged. My Agent, Major Foster, who 
you may remember, has a charming wife who will, I am 
sure, act as chaperon if I ask her to do so. The Fosters 


could entertain you at dinner, and if, as I suspicion, I will 


not be too late, we might have a game of cards when I 
return.’ 
Lady Romayne turned away from Lord Melburne with 


a decided flounce. There was a petulant note in her voice | 


as she said: | 

would not put you to such inconvenience. I will return 
to London and hope this explanation you have promised 
me will not be too long in coming. But Heaven knows 
your friends who will have learnt of your betrothal will 
be filled with curiosity as to the appearance and behaviour 
of the young woman who has captured the heart of the 
Beau Ton’s most perennial bachelor.’ 

‘How many people has Nicholas Vernon told?’ Lord 
Melburne asked in a sharp voice. 

Lady Romayne shrugged her shoulders. 

‘I have not the least idea,’ she replied. ‘Why should I?’ 
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‘How did it happen that he told you?’ Lord Melburne 
said. ‘I had no conception that you knew him.’ 

Before Lady Romayne could answer the door opened 
and the butler and two footmen appeared with a silver 
tray containing tea and coffee, a number of cakes and 
sweetmeats, which they arranged on a table beside the 
sofa with dignity and what was to Lord Melburne an 
irritating slowness. 

‘I hope you do not mind, Buck, my having asked for 
some refreshment?’ Lady Romayne smiled. ‘I left Lon- 
don after an early and light luncheon.’ 

‘My apologies that I had not thought of it myself,’ Lord 
Melburne replied. 

The butler and footmen, having arranged everything 
with a pernickety precision, left the room. Lady Romayne 
opened the Queen Anne silver canister which contained 
tea. 

‘Can I offer you anything, Buck?’ she asked, conscious 
that she looked very lovely busying herself with what was 
essentially a feminine task. 

‘No thank you,’ Lord Melburne answered. 

“You know, Buck, if I am frank with you, Lady 
Romayne said in her sweetest voice, ‘I have always thought 
that you need a chatelaine at Melburne. It is a very beauti- 
ful house, but it requires a woman’s touch. What is more, 
when you marry, if you are to have peace of mind, you 
will need as a wife someone who you are certain is marrying 
you for yourself, not for your money or your title.’ 

e things have crossed my mind,’ Lord Melburne 
replied. 

Lady Romayne spooned the tea into the tea-pot and 
poured the boiling water into it from a silver water-jug. 

‘I am really quite hungry,’ she said, reaching out her 
hand for a tiny sponge cake which looked so light that a 
puff of wind might have blown it away. 

‘Do you realise, Buck,’ she continued, ‘if you do not 
return tomorrow you will miss Prinny’s party at Carlton 
House, and that will annoy him because he is exceeding 
fond of you, as you well know.’ 

‘Is he giving another of those overheated crushes?’ Lord 
Melburne asked in his most uncompromising voice. 
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“Yes indeed. And he has some new pictures to show us. | 


He will be most piqued if you are not there.’ 

Lord Melburne walked to the window looking out to- 
wards the lake. The sun had gone in, clouds had overcast 
the sky and there was a sudden shower of rain beating down 
on the lawns and the lake. 


The storm had a beauty that was all its own, and as he | 


watched it he thought how infinitely he preferred to be 
at Melburne than to be fighting his way through the over- 
crowded throng which would fill Carlton House to stupe- 
faction the following evening. 

He could see the Prince’s guests all too clearly—the 
over-jewelled women with their transparent gowns, the 
men cluttered with decorations, the chatter of high voices, 
the tinkle of laughter which was so often malicious and 
unkind. | 

He would know them all, each one of them, by name, 
and yet were they really his friends? What did they mean 
to him? He felt a sudden boredom steep over him, the 
boredom he had experienced so often; and as he was 


aware of it, he knew too that he was bored with Romayne. | 


Just for a very short period he had contemplated that 
he might marry her. It had been so obviously the right 
thing to do. He had even imagined the Prince at their 


wedding, perhaps taking it upon himself with one of his | 


gracious gestures to give away the bride. 

It would have been a popular marriage, a marriage 
of which everyone would approve; and now he knew it 
would never happen. Romayne bored him as so many 
other women had bored him in the past. She was beautiful, 
but he felt there was nothing behind her beauty. Yet what 
did he expect from a woman? What was he looking for? 
Why was he continually disappointed ? 

He looked out on the rain, saw the wind blowing ripples 
across the lake, and had a sudden desire to go out of doors 
to feel the roughness of the elements. He wanted to get 
away from the softness of white hands and yielding bodies, 
away from voices that spoke to him caressingly and eyes 
that looked at him yearningly. 

He wanted to battle against something, he wanted to 
meet some challenge which demanded his whole strength 
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—though how and why he did not know. He was suddenly 
aware that Romayne had left the tea-table and was stand- 
ing beside him. 

“We could be so very happy, Buck dear,’ she said almost 
beneath her breath. ‘If only you would stop being elusive 
and running away from the inevitable.’ 

It was the last word which made Lord Melburne stiffen 
and say almost sharply: 

“You have not yet answered my question, Romayne. How 
did you learn from Nicholas Vernon that I was betrothed 
to his father’s niece?’ 

“He came to my house last evening,’ Lady Romayne 
replied automatically, as if she realised the moment for 
sentiment had passed and she could not force it upon Lord 
Melburne. 

‘I had no conception you knew him,’ Lord Melburne 
said again. 

‘Oh, I have met him on various occasions,’ Lady 
Romayne answered. ‘He was never a young man for whom 
I had much partiality, despite the fact that he is quite 
attractive in a dark and daredevil manner.’ 

She glanced at Lord Melburne under her eyelashes as 
she spoke as if she hoped to make him jealous. 

‘Go on,’ Lord Melburne prompted. 

‘I was entertaining some friends, Lady Romayne said. 
‘There was Lady Snellsborough, Olivia Knightly, both 
friends of yours, and John Davies, Lord Down and Sir, 
Gerald Kegan.’ 

‘That outsider!’ Lord Melburne ejaculated. ‘Why did 
you invite him?’ 

‘My dear Buck, he is very rich and gives the most amus- 
ing parties. I grant you he is not particularly prepossessing, 
in fact I always think there is something sinister about him. 
Olivia thinks he is the most depraved man she has met 
and she swears, although I do not believe she knows what 
she is talking about, that he is a Satanist.’ 

“Go on, Lord Melburne said sharply. 

He was suddenly alert, his boredom had vanished. He 
was like a hunter who sees the tracks of his prey and knows 
he must follow them. 

“We were all talking,’ Lady Romayne continued, ‘when 
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suddenly Nicholas Vernon was announced. I looked up in 
surprise, I really was astonished to see him. He had never 
called on me before.” 

“What did he say?’ Lord Melburne enquired. 

“He bowed over my hand, apologised for intruding and 
said he had long been meaning to pay his respects but was 
not certain of my address. I had a suspicion, of course, that 
this was not true and he had another reason for coming, 
but all I could do was to smile and introduce him to my 
friends. Then I heard him say in a low voice, which he 
did not think I could overhear, to Sir Gerald Kegan: 

‘I was told I would find you here.’ 

“What else did he say?’ Lord Melburne demanded. 

“You know, Buck, I have very acute hearing, Lady 
Romayne said. ‘I had crossed the room to the bell-pull, 
which was quite near them. I heard Nicholas Vernon 
continue: 

‘““T am arranging a special meeting tomorrow night. 
Something has occurred which makes it imperative to hold 
one 3 


““Tomorrow night?” Sir Gerald said in that unpleas- 
ant voice of his which, I do not know why, always makes 
me shudder.’ 

oe else did he say?” Lord Melburne asked im- 

tiently. 

“He added,’ Lady Romayne continued, ‘“I shall be 
there, Nicholas.” 

‘“I must tell the others,” Nicholas Vernon told him, 
“and I promise you, Gerald, it will be a very special meet- 
ing. Incidentally, I shall need your help, so drive down 
with me.” 

‘“And our Venus—is she lovely?” Sir Gerald asked. 

‘“You will find her exquisite—and completely—un- 
touched,” Nicholas replied.’ 

Lord Melburne did not speak and Lady Romayne went 


on: 
‘Then they moved apart and Nicholas Vernon, lifting 
my hand to his lips, suddenly said in a loud voice: 
‘“I must now leave you, My Lady, but before I go I 
have some information which I feel will be of interest to 
u.” 
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“He looked at me with those dark eyes of his and I had 
the feeling he was deliberately being unpleasant, that he 
desired to hurt me and make me unhappy. 

* “What is it?” I enquired. 

‘“I have just learnt,” he replied, “that your cousin is 
affianced to my father’s niece—Clarinda Vernon.” 

‘“My cousin?” I asked, and as I spoke I knew what 
the answer would be. 

*“Yes, your cousin—Lord Melburne,” he said. “His 
estates march with mine. I shall be seeing him tomorrow; 
shall I offer him your congratulations?” ’ 
Lady Romayne’s expression darkened. 

“He was being deliberately cruel, Buck, I knew it. He 
was trying to make me look foolish in front of my friends. 
He knew we had been talked about, you and I, and he 
wished to humiliate me.’ 

‘What did you say?’ Lord Melburne asked. 

‘For a moment I was speechless, Lady Romayne an- 
swered, ‘and then as he walked towards the door he looked 
back and laughed, an unpleasant laugh, a mocking one, a 
sound I can hardly describe. 

‘“Yes, they are affianced,” he said, “but it will not be 
for long.” 

“Are you sure that is exactly what he said?” Lord Mel- 
burne said, and his tone was harsh and insistent. 

“Yes, I am quite sure,’ Lady Romayne said. ‘I have told 
you exactly what happened.’ 

‘Then listen, Lord Melburne said, and he had a pur- 
poseful air about him. ‘I must leave at once. Go back to 
London, I cannot wait to see you off. I cannot explain, but 
I assure you it is of the utmost import.’ 

‘Why, Buck, why?’ Lady Romayne enquired, her voice 
rising almost shrilly. 

Then she realised that without even waiting to answer 
her Lord Melburne had left the room and she was alone in 
the Blue Salon. 

Lord Melburne hurried across the Hall. 

‘My carriage, he said, ‘I need my carriage immediately.’ 

‘I ordered it for six o’clock, M’Lord.’ 

‘I must leave now,’ Lord Melburne said. ‘Send someone 
to fetch it.’ 
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The butler snapped his fingers and one of the footmen 
ch the front door and hurried off towards the 
stables. 

“You will not be changing, M’Lord?’ the butler enquired. 

‘No, Lord Melburne answered, ‘there is no time.’ 

He took his top-hat, set it on his head, then stood tap- 
ping his foot impatiently until the closed carriage came 
hastily round from the stables. 

He almost ran down the steps and reached the carriage 
door before the footman had time to open it. 

i ie Priory,’ he said sharply to the coachman, ‘and 
urry !’ 

The horses were fresh and they took a comparatively 
short time to traverse the few miles that lay between the 
two houses. Lord Melburne was tense as he sat back against 
the soft-cushioned seat. 

He wondered as they went whether he would be wise to 
get hold first of Major Foster. Then he realised with the 
Keen instinct of a man who has been a soldier and planned 
his operations with an eye to detail that the first objective 
must be to make sure that Clarinda was still at the Priory. 

It seemed absurd even to contemplate such an idea, but 
something told him with a terrifying clarity that she was 
In appalling danger. $ 

It was, of course, unthinkable that Nicholas, who after 
all had been born a gentleman, would involve Clarinda 
in the filth and degradation of his Hell Fire Club. But he 
had said to Gerald Kegan ‘She is exquisite and untouched.’ 

How many women did Nicholas know who came into 
that category? 

Lord Melburne was also aware that the woman who 
took part in the ceremony of the Black Mass was referred 
to as ‘The Venus’. She must be by custom pure and a 


virgin! 

Lord Melburne thought of Sir Gerald Kegan and his 
fists clenched automatically. He was a lecher of the worst 
type, a man with such an unsavoury reputation that unless 
he had been extremely wealthy there would have been no 
lady’s Drawing Room in which he might set foot. 

He remembered Sir Gerald had a reputation for liking 
very young girls. He had heard men laugh about him in 
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the Club, he had heard him spoken about as being a fre- 
quenter of the bawdy-houses which supplied their clients 
with maidens fresh from the country, often recruited by 
the despicable method of meeting stage-coaches at their 
London terminus. 

An innocent girl coming to London in search of em- 
Em would find herself bewildered and frightened 

the noise and crowds. She was therefore only too glad to 
avail herself of the help proffered by some respectable- 
looking middle-aged woman who would whisk her away to 
a brothel before she had any idea of what was happening. 

It was these notorious establishments which catered for 
the perverted tastes of gentlemen like Gerald Kegan and 
Nicholas Vernon. They were both, Lord Melburne 
thought, despicable characters, men without principle, 
without decency and without honour. 

He clenched his hands until the knuckles showed white. 

He knew now only too well what Lady Romayne had 
described as an unpleasant look in Nicholas's eyes. And 
he was sure, as he had never been sure before, that the 
stories about the Hell Fire Caves were not exaggerated. 
_ He had learnt now who had paid for them. Kegan’s 
wealth had been at Nicholas’s disposal for the excavations, 
the furnishings and doubtless the food and wine which 
would be required in vast quantities for the type of com- 
panions who would wish to become members of such a 
Club. 

It would have been Kegan’s money that provided the 
wagon-loads of women brought down from London. 
Women who would do anything for gold and submit to 
whatever beastliness was required of them to satisfy gen- 
tlemen who could pay as well as Nicholas would be able 
to do with Kegan’s backing. 

‘God, if only I had known of this before!’ Lord Mel- 
burne exclaimed. 

Then he knew that, as he had said to Major Foster, he 
had to have proof before he could act. 

‘But supposing,’ some quiet voice within him asked, 
‘supposing the proof is to be Clarinda?’ 

‘It is ridiculous, it is unthinkable!’ commonsense re- 
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plied, and yet his instinct told him that Clarinda was in 
deadly danger. vi 

She was innocent and exquisite, and had undoubtedly 
incurred the enmity of Nicholas Vernon by becoming the 
heiress to the lands and fortune of which he had been dis- 
inherited. A ; : 

‘Why could I not have guessed something like this 
would happen?’ Lord Melburne asked himself. ‘I should 
have taken her away from the Priory, where there is only 
a dying man and a few old servants to protect her! I should 
have been on my guard as soon as I had learnt that listen- 
ing footman had carried a message to London!’ 

He had forgotten that he had told himself it was none 
of his business, forgotten that he did not wish to be in- 
volved, forgotten that only this morning he had decided 
that when Sir Roderick was dead his part would have 
been played and he would have no share or interest in 
Clarinda’s future. 

Now he knew he must save her, save her from a peril 
so appalling that he could not even think of it clearly or 
put it into words. 

The horses were moving at a quick pace but he rapped 
on the glass window. 

‘Quicker, he demanded of the coachman, ‘go quicker.’ 

They went down the Priory drive at a speed which made 
the lightly sprung coach rock as if it were on a rough 
sea. As they drew up at the entrance Lord Melburne opened 
the carriage door and stepped out before the footman could 
get down from the box. 

Bates was standing in the open doorway. 

“Your Lordship, thank God you have come!” 

“What has happened? Where is Miss Clarinda?’ Lord 
Melburne demanded. 

It was then Rose ran forward, tears running down her 
cheeks, her eyes red from crying. 

‘Oh, Your Lordship, Mr. Nicholas has taken her away. 
She whispered to me as I put on her cloak, “Tell His Lord- 
ship the Caves.” ’ 

‘The Caves, Lord Melburne repeated, and knew it was 
what he expected to hear. ‘How long since they left? Did 
Miss Clarinda go willingly?’ 
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‘I think she had no choice, M'Lord, Rose said. ‘There 
was Mr. Nicholas and another gentleman, a middle-aged 
man who looked—if Your Lordship will forgive me—a 
wicked person.’ 

‘I know who you mean,’ Lord Melburne said briefly. 

“Miss Clarinda was very pale,’ Rose went on. ‘She held 
her head high, but I’m sure, M’Lord, that she was fright- 
ened. She made an excuse that the roses on the front of her 
dress had come undone so that she could whisper to me, 
but her hands were trembling so that if they had been loose 
it would have been impossible for her to fasten them.’ 

“How long since they left,’ Lord Melburne asked. 

‘About half an hour ago,’ Bates answered. 

Lord Melburne, without a word, turned, walked down 
the steps and entered his coach. 

“Where to, M’Lord?’ the footman enquired. 

“Turn right when you leave the lodge gates,’ he said, 
‘go down the road for about two miles and I will tell you 
when to turn. And hurry!’ 

“Very good, M’Lord.’ 

The horses started off and Lord Melburne lay back in 
the coach. Those who had been with him in the war would 
have known by the set of his chin and the expression on his 
face that he was at his most formidable. 

When the battle was at its fiercest and they were hard 
pressed, the men serving under him had always looked to 
Lord Melburne for a change of tactics, a different 
approach, a brilliant idea which would often turn defeat 
into a victory. 

But Lord Melburne knew that this situation was some- 
thing so difficult, so unusual that for the moment it seemed 
to him that his brain was not working and he was stunned 
into a kind of vacancy which gave him no idea of what 
he must do, or even an indication of the first steps he must 

e. 

He was well aware that clubs such as Nicholas had in 
the chalk caves were not only conducted with the utmost 
secrecy because their members were afraid of being ex- 
posed, but were usually over-subscribed rather than in 
need of new associates. It would not be a question of brib- 
ing himself into the place, nor of entering it by force. 
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He had seen the entrance when he visited it with Major | 
Foster, and he knew that one man with a pistol could 


keep a whole legion of intruders at bay without the slight- | 


est difficulty. 

It would be no use blundering up to the place and de- 
manding Clarinda. They could lock the gates and a 
at his endeavours to save her. And all the money in the 
world would not get him past the gatekeeper if the man 
was a loyal servant to Nicholas Vernon. 

He thought of the brusqueness with which the priest 
had refused to speak to him and he knew with a sudden 
despondency why a priest was hecessary and why Nicholas 
had insisted on his being given the tenancy of Dene’s 
Farm. A discredited priest who would perform the Black 
Mass, and if necessary, perform a marriage! 

As for Clarinda, he hardly dared think of her and what 
she must be suffering. She was so young, so pitifully young 
and inexperienced. , 

She could never in her wildest dreams have imagined 
the licentiousness of men dedicated to the worship of Satan, 
men in whom the last remnants of decency were dead, so 
that an innocent and untouched girl meant something very 
different to them from what she meant to other men. 

‘God save her!’ Lord Melburne muttered beneath his 
breath, and it was a prayer which came from the very 
depths of his heart. 
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As the carriage came to a stop, Nicholas and Sir Gerald 
Kegan drew black masks from their pockets and put them 
over their eyes. 

It gave them a sinister appearance which made Clarinda 
feel even more acutely than she had before that her self- 
control was on the verge of breaking and that she would 
scream. 

For one wild moment she thought, as she stepped from 
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the coach, that she might run away. But she knew Nicholas 

had not boasted when he had said he had been a good 
runner, and the same pride that had come to her assistance 
at the Priory made her feel she could not humiliate herself 
by trying to escape only to be recaptured in front of the 

We ly, Sir Gerald Kegan ked as th 

e are early, oir remar as mney 
alighted. 

Nicholas looked round to see only a few carriages and 
a big covered wagon parked outside the Caves. 

‘It will be very crowded later on,’ he replied. ‘Nearly 
everyone I spoke to was determined to be present on this 
very auspicious occasion.’ 

He took Clarinda’s arm as he spoke, and his eyes glitter- 
ing through the mask made her feel she was already in the 
presence of some devouring demon. 

“The wedding of the Master,’ he mocked, ‘is something 
every member wishes to celebrate.’ 

She made no effort to reply to him. She felt as if her 
voice had died in her dry throat. A fear such as she had 
never before experienced was sweeping over her as Nicholas 
led her through the great iron gateway, behind which at 
a table sat a man in livery. 

Clarinda had a glimpse of a pistol in his belt, and she 
knew it was to repel intruders. She felt despairingly that 
Lord Melburne would never get past him. 

‘Your badges, Gentlemen?’ the man in uniform asked, 
then added: 

‘I know you, Mr. Vernon.’ 

But he put out his hand towards Sir Gerald, who drew 
something from his waistcoat pocket, showed it and 
put it back again. 

There were footmen in attendance as they went down 
the strange passageway which had been burrowed, as 
Clarinda knew, out of the chalk rock. 

Although it was hung with red velvet curtains and the 
floor was carpeted, the ceiling was left white and bare, and 
occasionally on the red carpet beneath her feet Clarinda 
could see small pieces of chalk which had fallen down, as if 
to remind those who entered that they were, in fact, going 
down deep into the bowels of the earth. 
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There were candles to light the way set in sconces, which 
were either fashioned in the grinning mask of some terrify- 
ing monster or so obscene in design that even if Clarinda 
had looked at them she would not have understood what 
they depicted. 

The passageway descended sharply. Then there was 
the sound of voices and Nicholas led her through a door- 
way on the left covered with a hanging curtain into what 
seemed a comparatively large room, 

There was a woman standing in the centre of it, and 
for one moment Clarinda had a gleam of hope as she real- 
ised she was dressed as a nun. Then as she heard Nicholas 
address her familiarly she realised the face of the supposed 
nun was rouged and painted, her eyes mascaraed and her 
lips vermilion red. 

‘Good evening, Moll, m’dear,’ Nicholas said. ‘I was hop- 
ing you would be here in plenty of time. I have brought 
you the prettiest Venus you have ever seen.’ 

He pulled Clarinda forward as he spoke and the woman’s 
hard eyes flickered over her. 

‘Pretty enough!’ she said in a common voice. ‘But they 
all start like that.’ 

‘Prepare her for the ceremony,’ Nicholas commanded. 
“Tell her what to expect, and warn her to behave herself. 
If she’s hysterical, drug her.’ 

He turned as he spoke and looked back at Sir Gerald, 
who had followed them. 

“You have the stuff, Gerald,’ he said, ‘give it to Moll.’ 

‘I thought Sir Gerald would be here this evening,’ Moll 
said with an almost insolent note in her voice. ‘What part 
are you to play in this evening’s activities, my fine Gentle- 
man, or needn’t I ask the question?’ 

‘Alas, mine is a merely subsidiary part,’ Sir Gerald 
replied. “The Master insists on his rights. But perhaps he 
will feel more generous-hearted before the evening is out.’ 

‘No,’ Nicholas said firmly, ‘I have told you why I intend 
to be the first. But I have no time to waste talking. Get on 
with Your work, Moll. I have a deal to see to. Tonight is to 
be the most memorable night the Club has ever known, a 
night we shall all remember for the rest of our lives.’ 

Again there was that note of mad elation in his voice as 
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he turned and walked from the Cave. Sir Gerald lingered 
a moment to press the black bottle containing the drug 
into Moll's hand. Then he said in a low voice: 

‘Do not use this on the girl if you can help it. I may 
have need of it later.’ | 

There was a clink of coins and Clarinda saw him pass 
several sovereigns into Moll’s hand at the same time as she 
took the bottle. 

“Be a good girl,’ he said to Clarinda, ‘and do what our 
Abbess tells you. It will be a pity if she is obliged to render 
you insensible. You will find the ceremony, if nothing else, 
an enlightening experience.’ 

His lips beneath the mask seemed to leer at Clarinda 
as he spoke, so that almost instinctively she shrank back 
from him and found herself touching the black habit which 
covered the Abbess. 

When Sir Gerald disappeared Clarinda said in a fright- 
ened whisper: 

“Help me ... please help me ... if you have a shred of 
kindness anywhere in your heart, have ... pity on me, for 
I have been brought here ... against my will. If you will 
help me to escape, I can give you money . . . a lot of money. 
Five hundred pounds ... a thousand, it does not signify. 
When my uncle dies ... he is Mr. Vernon’s father ... I 
shall be very wealthy. I shall give you anything you ask if 
only you will ... help me away from ... here.’ 

Moll looked at her, and Clarinda felt there was some 
kindliness in her painted face. She was a middle-aged 
woman, and the life she led had undoubtedly taken toll 
of her looks. 

Once she must have been pretty. There was still a pale 
reflection of it in her appearance although it was almost 
obscured by her coarse, blemished skin, the bags of fat un- 
der her eyes and the fallen contour of her chin. 

‘I know what you’re feeling, child,’ she said. ‘I went 
through this many years ago, when I were younger than 
you, not more than thirteen and pure and decent, although 
there’d been plenty after me. But they took me to the Caves 
at West Wycombe. I remember going on m’knees before 
Sir Francis Dashwood, pleading with him to spare me.’ 
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“Then you understand,’ Clarinda said eagerly. ‘Please 
help me . . . please.’ 

The woman called Moll shook her head. 

‘There’s not a hope, dearie,’ she answered. ‘Even if you 
were to offer me a million golden guineas I couldn’t get 
you away from here. It isn’t as though I wouldn’t welcome 
the money, but no woman can leave the Caves unless 
she be accompanied by a gentleman.’ 

‘Are you sure ... quite sure?’ Clarinda asked, and 
her voice seemed choked in her throat. 

‘As sure as I be standing here,’ Moll answered her. 
‘And the gentlemen who come here come for one thing 
only, and you know what that is.’ 

‘But I do not,’ Clarinda answered. ‘Mr. Vernon said 
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ow: 

‘It would be best if you didn’t,’ Moll answered. ‘If you 
take my advice, you’ll drink what’s in this bottle, what- 
ever that Sir Gerald says to the contrary. I can’t stand 
that man, that’s the truth, for all that he’s generous with 
his gold when it pleases him.’ 

‘I have no wish to be insensible, Clarinda protested. 

‘Then have a drink, dearie. Gin helps, I promise you. 
I'll get you a glass.’ 

‘No ... no,’ Clarinda cried, ‘I want ... nothing! Just 
tell me what I have to... do.’ 

“*Tis the Black Mass, you’ve heard of that, I suppose?’ 
Moll asked. 

Clarinda knew then that at the back of her mind it was 
what she had always expected, what she had known must 
happen in the Caves. She remembered reading how Cather- 
ine Medici of France, wife of Henry II, had celebrated 
the Black Mass in her efforts to destroy her husband’s 
affection for Diane Poitier. 

She had read a description of what took place in French, 
and she thought then that it was more descriptive, more 
frankly written than would have been allowed if the book 
had been printed in English. 

‘The Black Mass!’ She knew now without being told 
what part she was to play. Venus was the naked woman 
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who lay on the altar, and over whom the Mass was blas- 
phemously celebrated. 

The knowledge came to her like a flash of lightnmg 
searing its way into her consciousness, making her feel 
sick and faint with the full implication of what it entailed. 
Trembling, she put her hands up to her face as if she would 
blot out the horror of what in her mind’s eye she saw hap- 


ing. 

os had best drink this, dearie,’ Molt said, holding out 
a glass half full of neat gin as Clarinda stood there 
trembling. “They take you when the Service is finished, 
the Master first. But by that time they are mostly drunk 
or drugged and you'll need something—you will really.” 

‘What I shall need is not a drug,’ Clarinda replied in a 
slow voice. 

She knew in that moment that if she was not rescued by 
the time the Service was finished, then there was only 
one thing to do and that was to die. 

There would be knives on the tables, she thought. Some- 
how she would seize one and kill herself before the final 
degradation could happen to her. 

Quite clearly she could remember the right place in 
which a knife’s entry in the body could kill the victim 
almost immediately. She remembered her adopted father 
telling her about it when he was describing the manner in 
which a gladiator who had been defeated was despatched 
by the victor when the Roman Emperor turned his thumb 
down. 

It was the same place chosen by the Japanese when 
committing hara-kiri when they fell on their swords. Some- 
how she would get hold of a knife, somehow she would 
kill herself before Nicholas or any other man touched her. 

It seemed to Clarinda, having made her decision, that 
she received a new strength. She took her hands from her 


face. 

‘Tell me,’ she said to Moll, ‘what happens .. . first?” 

“You take off your clothes, dearie,’ Moll answered, 
‘and I dress you in the white robe of Venus. While they 
dine you sit at the foot of the altar. No man touches you, 
you're dedicated to Satan Himself.’ 

Just for a moment Clarinda felt herself tremble. 
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“Do ... do these ceremonies really evoke the ... magic 


powers of the . . . underworld?’ she asked. 

Moll gave a laugh. 

‘If they do I’ve seen no sight nor sign of ’em!’ she re- 
plied. ‘But they that drinks a great deal or takes drugs 
swear they sees wondrous sights.’ 

Clarinda gave a sigh of relief, then she knew she had 
been ‘wrong even to think such a thing was possible. If she 
was to be saved, only one thing could save her—the power 
of good. God would not be mocked by perverts like 
Nicholas conjuring up devils for their own lustful self- 
satisfaction. 

‘I must pray,’ she thought, ‘pray as I have never prayed 
before that God in His mercy will send Lord Melburne 
to save me.” 

How it was possible, having seen the entrance to the 
Caves, how anyone could come to her rescue, she had no 
idea, but she only felt that while the terror within her was 
still there, she was not now on the verge of breaking down 
as she had been a little earlier. 

Obediently, without protest, she went into the corner of 
the Cave with Moll and started to take off her clothes. 
While she was doing it a number of other women arrived. 

They all wore flashy evening dresses, they were all smell- 
ing of cheap scent and chattering together in coarse, com- 
mon voices. Most of them were young and attractive 
enough in a vulgar manner but heavily painted, giggling 
and laughing at what lay ahead. 

The majority of them donned nuns’ robes and wore 
little, if anything, underneath, their bare legs showing as 
they moved, their brightly-coloured slippers strangely at 
variance with the austerity of their sombre habits, as were 
their red lips and shrewd, greedy eyes. 

While Moll helped Clarinda take off her clothes, the 
Abbess chattered away. 

‘This place isn’t anything like as fine as Sir Francis 
Dashwood's Club; she said. He had a Banqueting Hall 
and an Inner Temple in the very deepest part of the hill. 
There was also a stream filled with what the Brothers 
called “unholy water”, where the initiated were baptised. 
It was all on a grand scale, but here we have everything 
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lumped together. Not that they spares expense when 
it comes to the food and drink.’ j vh 

Clarinda said nothing and Moll continued : 

‘All brought down from London, it is, and the servants 
too. Mr. Vernon says they be blindfolded so they won’t 
be knowing where they’re going. But if that be true, I bet 
they had a peep or two so that the knowledge will come in 
useful one day or another.’ 

When Clarinda was completely naked Moll slipped over 
her head a long white Grecian gown made of thin silk, 
which Clarinda felt with a sick embarrassment did little to 
hide her nakedness. 

There was a gold ribbon to tie round her waist, and 
Moll released her hair to fall in a flaming silken cloud over 
her shoulders and down her back, and tied a gold ribbon 
on top of her head. 

‘Lovely hair you has, dearie,’ she exclaimed. ‘I used to 
be able to sit on mine when I was young, not that it was 
ever the pretty colour of yours. But that was a long time 
ago.’ 

‘Why do... you do... this?’ Clarinda asked, conscious 
of something wistful and almost human in the woman’s 
voice. 

Moll’s lips twisted in a wry smile. 

‘Money! What other reason is there for a woman my 
age to do such things? The older you get the lower you 
sink. This is what living too long does for a woman who 
could once attract the most fashionable gentlemen in St. 
James’s.’ 

She gave a wry laugh, then continued: 

‘Tis no use getting morbid, I’ve got a few years left.’ 

‘Think of the money I could give you,’ Clarinda said, 
making a last effort to save herself. “You could live in com- 
fort for the rest of your life and never have to come to 
places like ... this. You could have your own house. You 
could be comfortable, you could grow old gracefully.’ 

As Moll seemed to hesitate for a moment, Clarinda 
whispered insistently: 

‘Is there not one gentleman here who would help me? 
One who needs money?’ 

‘That’s just what I was thinking myself,’ Moll answered. 
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‘But you see, dearie, I don’t know who they be. They wear 


masks because they don’t wish to be recognised. I knows 


Mr. Vernon, of course, because he engages me. I know 
Sir Gerald, he's a habitué at the bawdy-house where I 
works. But the others! I may have met them, but when 
they're in their robes and wearing masks they all look 


alike. Most of them are too rich to need mooc, the rest 
ing here — 


would sooner have the thrill and excitement of 
tonight than anything you could give them in compensa- 
tion.’ 


‘I ... understand,’ Clarinda said, and her voice was | 


dead as if she felt her last vestige of hope had been taken 
from her. 

It seemed to her as if Moll too shrugged away a dream 
of what might have been. 

“You look real pretty,’ she said. ‘I can say one thing, 
there’s never been a Venus in the Club who has looked 
as pretty as you.’ 

“What happens to ... them .,. afterwards?’ Clarinda 
stammered. 

It won't help you to ask questions,’ Moll replied 
sharply. 

“What questions does she want answering?’ a voice en- 
quired from the door, and both Moll and Clarinda started 
as Nicholas came through the curtain. 

He looked almost unbelievably frightening, Clarinda 
thought, wearing a monk’s habit of blood red, the hood 
pulled over his head, his eyes glittering evilly through 
the mask beneath it. 

‘Come,’ he said, ‘the room is filling up, the banquet 


is beginning. The Brothers must have a chance to see | 


the beauty of Venus, through whose purity our Master 
will come to us tonight.’ 

He held out his hand, and with an almost superhuman 
gg Clarinda forced herself to put her cold fingers in 

S. 

She had the impulse to make one more appeal to him, 
but in the light of the candles which illuminated the robing- 
room in which they were standing, she could see the pupils 
of his eyes were dilated. Black and dark as jet they stared 
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at her, and she knew without being told that Nicholas had 
taken some sort of drug. 

There was no hope of an appeal there, she thought, 
and in her heart she returned to her prayers. 

“Help me ... God ... help me,’ she prayed, and knew 
it was only her prayers which would ‘strengthen her not 
to scream, not to run away uselessly. 

‘I must keep clear-headed and preserve my strength to 
kill myself,’ she thought. 

Then she was drawn from the robing-room back into 
the passage as Nicholas moved forward. 

They descended still lower into the bowels of the earth, 
and suddenly the great Banqueting Cave lay before them. 
It was very large in circumference and almost circular. 
The walls, like the passages, were draped in red velvet, 
and iron sconces held thick candles. There were couches 
round the walls and in small alcoves veiled with curtains. 

In the centre of the hall there were tables laid with silver, 
crystal glass and lace-edged damask, and there were foot- 
men in powdered wigs and gold-braided livery carrying in 
dishes, pouring out wine and waiting on the guests who 
sprawled round the tables, each with a woman at his side. 

Already, Clarinda noted, many of the nuns had dis- 
carded their habits and thrown away their wimples. Their 
hair had been freed which alone, in many cases, was the 
only cover for their nakedness. 

There was a great chatter of voices and the sound of 
raucous laughter, but when she and Nicholas appeared 
there was a sudden silence. 

Then, the company arose somewhat unsteadily as they 
processed down the centre of the great Cave towards the 
altar, which Clarinda saw was set under a high arch en- 
graved with magical signs, to the right of the descending 
passageway. 

There was no need for her to see the huge crucifix 
upside-down, the tal] black candles or the white marble 
slab of the altar itself, just long and wide enough to hold 
the naked body of a woman. She had known what to ex- 
pect! 

Then she saw on the centre of six broad steps leading 
up to the altar there was a gold chair, a kind of throne, 
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on which she knew she must sit until the Mass took place. 
Slowly and almost in silence Nicholas led her to her 


place. 

She tried as she moved not to notice the men’s eyes leer- 
ing through their masks at her nakedness only partially 
veiled by her white gown. She tried to pray, tried not to 
think of the inverted crucifix ahead of her, tried to re- 
member that the evil in this place came not from anything 
supernatural but only from the hearts and minds of those 
gathered there. 

When finally she was seated on the chair prepared for 
her, Nicholas gave her a mocking bow, 

‘I congratulate you again, Clarinda, on your self-con- 
trol,’ he said. “You are indeed worthy of the great honour 
to be accorded you tonight. I see too I am wise in my in- 
tention of marrying you after the Master has visited us.’ 

‘I have nothing to say to you, Nicholas,’ Clarinda re- 
plied, and to her relief her voice sounded steady and 
unafraid. “You know what you are doing is evil, wicked 
and a blasphemous offence against God.’ 

She tried to look at him defiantly, but she knew as she 
heard him laugh that he was unimpressed. 

“You will change your mind later,’ he said, ‘and be 
grateful to me.’ 

The words were inexpressibly horrible in all they im- 

lied. 
P He left her then and she saw him sit down at a table 
where the women seemed more abandoned than at any 
other, and where two of the men already were almost in- 
capably drunk. 

Clarinda glanced round the room. She saw there were 
great braziers on either side of her, in which she realised 
magical herbs were burning. She could smell them, knew 
they were strong narcotics, and felt as if already the power 
of them was seeping into her senses, making it hard for 
her to think. 

She was aware that the herbs would include belladonna, 
hemlock, verbena and mandrake; and she told herself she 
must not lose the clearness of her mind or have the sharp- 
ness of her intentions blunted. 

Almost immediately in front of her was a table on which 
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the occupants were being served with exotic dishes. But 
what interested Clarinda was the glittering silver with 
which they ate their food. She could see the knives. Sharp, 
ground to a fine edge, and pointed, one would pass straight 
into her body without any tremendous strength being 
necessary. 
Somehow she must seize one. But she knew she must 
wait until the reactions of the men and women using them 
had become so dulled with drink and the exotic fragrance 
from the braziers that her action would be too swift for it 
to be prevented. 

“Help me ... please God ... help me,’ she prayed. 

As the clamour of drunken voices and feminine shrieks 
rose higher and higher, she looked no longer at the de- 
bauched company below her, but turned her eyes upwards 
towards the unadorned chalk ceiling. 

‘I do not want to ... look, I do not want to ... see,’ 
she thought. “It is too degrading. It is a ... spectacle of 
men and women who have discarded all the refinements 
of ... civilisation to become lower than ... animals.” 

She clasped her hands together and said her prayers— 
prayers she had repeated all her life before she went to 
bed, prayers she had learnt from her mother when she was 
only a tiny child. And as the beautiful words of the prayers 
themselves brought her some solace, she began to pray she 
might be rescued. 

She knew that only Lord Melburne could save her, 
for no one else knew where she was, no one else would 
be capable of formulating any plan of getting her away 
even if they wished to come to her rescue. 

‘Send him ... oh God ... send him in time,’ she prayed, 
‘and if not let me die . . . quickly. Let me die bravely with- 
out ... screaming, without ... crying out with the ... 
pain of it. Help me ... please God ... help me.’ 

It seemed to her as if her prayers carried her away in 
spirit from the debauchery around her and it must have 
been a long time later that something attracted her atten- 


tion. 

She thought for one moment that the Mass itself was 
about to start. She had already seen the priest, the man 
who had taken Dene’s Farm as a tenant, and recognised 
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him because he wore not a monk’s robe but a red cassock 
Even with a mask there was no mistaking his bald head 
and the fat folds of his numerous chins. me 

But the priest was still drinking at a table at the far end 
of the Cave, and she saw that various men, having finished 
their dinner, were moving about, quarrelling over the 
women, or performing obscene acts. at 

Some were fighting amongst themselves so that one 
Brother fell sprawling on the floor and his monk’s robe | 
fell back to reveal a wine-soaked shirt and a brilliant dia- 
mond cravat-pin flashing in the light of the candles. 

Then amongst the hubbub and general disorder Clarinda 
noticed a tall figure staggering drunkenly amongst the 
tables and coming, it seemed, directly towards her. She f 
noticed he was carrying in his hands several bottles, occa- | 
sionally lifting one unsteadily to his lips, and yet never 
relinquishing the bottles themselves as if greedily he wishec 
to imbibe more than anyone else. 

He tripped against the step immediately in front of her 
and nervously she shrank back in her chair, afraid that 
he might fali upon her. As she did so she heard a voice | 
she knew say very softly: a 

“Be ready to run.’ 

For a moment she could not believe that she was not 
imagining the words. Then she knew with a sudden leap | 
in her heart that her prayers had been answered. Lord 
Melburne was here! He had actually entered the Caves, | 
and masked and wearing a red robe, he looked like one | 
of the Brothers. A 

Having spoken to Clarinda he righted himself and stag- | 
gered on. Suddenly, with a swift movement, he flung three 
of the bottles he carried into the big brazier immediately | 
to the left of the altar steps. e 

There was a blinding sheet of flame as the neat spirit — 
took fire, and then the bottles began to burst, with a noise 
like pistol shots and pieces of glass flying out dangerously 
so that everyone in the vicinity ducked their heads. 

At the first sound Lord Melburne turned, seized 
Clarinda by the hand and dragging her from her seat on 
the steps, ran with her towards the entrance. There were | 
two more bottles in his other hand, and these he flung 
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tar. 
Again there was that flashing tongue of flame, and as it 
dazzled those who looked at it, Clarinda found herself 
being dragged with an almost incredible swiftness up the 
sloping passageway which was the only exit to the Caves. 
She almost fell as her feet were caught in her robe, but 
as she gave a little cry she felt herself picked up in strong 
arms and Lord Melburne, holding her close against his 
breast, started running wildly up the carpeted incline. 
She could feel his heart beating against hers, and knew 
that because he was so tall he had to keep his head bent, 
which impeded their progress. But no one stopped them 
until as they had almost reached the iron gateway there 
was a roaring voice from behind them. 
Clarinda heard it only too clearly and felt a sudden 
agony of fear lest they should be stopped. She remembered 
the pistol worn by the man who inspected the members 
at the entrance, and knew that if he should draw it Lord 
Melburne could do little to save himself, encumbered as 
he was with her in his arms. 
But the man in the doorway was half asleep. He looked 
up at their approach, saw a masked gentleman and a 
woman leaving together and made no effort to prevent 
them until it was too late. 
Only as they rushed passed him did he ger slowly to 
his feet and tum his head towards the shouting man com- 
ing behind them. Clarinda could hear Nicholas screaming 
hysterically as he too pounded up the narrow passageway. 
q blast you! Stop them, you bleeding fools!” he 
yelled. 

It was dark outside. But by the light of the flares it 
was easy to see Lord Melburne’s carriage drawn up near 
the entrance, the footman standing with the door open, the 
horses moving restlessly. | 

Lord Melburne literally flung Clarinda onto the back 
seat and jumped in himself even as the coachman sprung 
e horses and the footman clambered like a monkey onto 

e box. 

As they moved there were shouts from behind them; 
two pistol shots echoed deafeningly in the darkness and 
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at least one bullet buried itself in the back of the carriage. 

There was more outcry in which could be heard | 
Nicholas's voice yelling abuse, shouting obscenities. Then 
there was a scream, high and shrill, a scream like that of 
an animal in pain, before the horses, gathering speed, swept 
them out of earshot and Clarinda knew she was safe. i 

For a moment she could hardly believe it was true. The __ 
horror of what she had passed through still gripped her so 
she felt she must be dreaming. She was safe, she told her- — 
self—safe from being defiled or from having to take her 
own life, safe from a degradation so revolting that she dare | 
not think of it. E! 

She was safe ... safe ... safe. M 

But as she drew a deep breath to thank her rescuer, her | 
self-control broke. Tears which she had kept in check the | 
whole evening swept over her like a tempest, and without | 
knowing what she did she threw herself against Lord Mel- | 
burne and hid her face in his shoulder. Za 

He pulled off his mask, shrugged himself out of the 4 
red robes, and he put his arms round her. Racked by agon- 
ising tears which shook her whole body she was trembling 
from head to foot . 

He held her closer still. Then, realising how cold she 
was, not only from her nakedness but also from fear and 
misery, he picked up a rug which had fallen onto the floor 
and drew it closely round her. 

She was past knowing what he did or what happened, 
she could only sob with a violence which seemed to tear 
her whole body apart. 

‘It is all right,’ he said gently, ‘you are safe. Do not 
cry, Clarinda, no one shall touch you, no one shall hurt 
you. You are safe!’ 

She could not answer him but could only sob blindly 
and helplessly until his coat was wet with her tears. 

He knew there was nothing he could do for the moment 
except give her the comfort of his arms. He could not have 
believed that a woman could weep so desperately or 
tremble so helplessly against him. 

At length, as the carriage was nearing the Priory, she 
stammered in a voice thick with tears: À 

“You came . . . I prayed ... and p . prayed . . . but I did 
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not th . think ... God w. would be able ... to s. send 


y . you. 

‘But He did send me,’ Lord Melburne answered gently, 
‘and you need no longer be afraid, Clarinda.’ 

He felt her little hands clutch the lapels of his coat. 

‘Nicholas!’ she gasped. ‘He will come after ... me, he 
will ... follow us ... he will kill ... you.’ 

‘Do not be afraid,’ Lord Melburne answered firmly. ‘I 
have saved you, Clarinda, and I will protect you. Are you 
listening? I will protect you from Nicholas and from 
everyone else. He shall never touch you again.’ 

“You do not ... understand,’ she gasped, ‘he is ... e. 
evil, he is ... w. wicked ... he believes in the ... powers 
of d. darkness, he thinks he can evoke ... the Devil ... 
he will k. kill you to get ... me b. back.’ 

“You have to trust me,’ Lord Melburne said. ‘I swear 
to you, Clarinda, that you need no longer be afraid.” 

Even as he spoke he knew she was too distraught to be 
soothed by his words, the terror she had experienced was 
too deeply engrained in her. He could feel her still tremb- 
ling in his arms like a wild bird who had been caught in a 

p. 

‘Clarinda, trust me, I swear to you that nothing more 
will happen,’ he pleaded. 

“Y.you do not ... understand,’ she murmured, and 
now she was ing again, no longer with relief but with 
a new terror which was more real than anything else she 
had experienced the whole evening. 

The carriage came to a stop at the front door of the 
Priory. Lord Melburne, holding Clarinda close in his arms, 
stepped out. He carried her into the Hall, Rose was wait- 
ing and so was old Bates, both white-faced and agitated. 

‘Miss Clarinda is all right, Lord Melburne told them 
in a quiet voice, ‘but she has been badly frightened. I will 
take her upstairs.’ 

He carried her up to her bedroom, Rose going ahead to 
open the door. He laid her gently down on the pillows, 
but Clarinda clung to him. 

“He is ing ... a.after me ... I ...k. know it,’ 
she moaned. ‘Do not ...1.leave me ... please do not 
... 1. leave .,. me.’ 
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Very gently. Lord Melburne disengaged her fingers from | 
his coat and putting his hand under her chin he turned 
her face up towards his. 

‘Listen,’ he said, ‘listen to me carefully, Clarinda. I am 
going to leave you now for a very short time. There will 
be men here to guard you, and they will kill anyone who 
approaches you. Do you understand? Nicholas will never 
come near you again, that I promise.’ 

‘He will ... k . kill ... y . you, Clarinda whispered. 

‘No, I shall kill him,’ Lord Melburne replied deliber- 
ately. 

His words arrested her and she stared at him wide- 
eyed. For a moment her tears arrested. | 

‘You have been so brave,’ he said quietly, ‘so magni- 
ficently courageous. Do not give way now, just trust me.’ 

She lay very still looking up into his face. She could 
see him clearly in the candlelight, his chin squared, his 
mouth grim, his eyes hard and determined. Then she said 
almost beneath her breath: ! 

‘You...are...s. sure?’ 

‘Quite sure,’ he answered. 

She put out her hands again as if she would prevent 
him from leaving her, but he turned to Rose. 

‘You will stay here all night with your mistress. Lock 
the door and put some furniture in front of it. You will be 
protected, but I wish to take every precaution. Do you 
understand?’ 


‘Yes, M’Lord,’ Rose answered. 
‘Do not... g.go ... I beg of ... you not to... go,’ 
Clarinda pleaded. 


He moved back to lay his hand on hers. 

“You know I must do what is right,’ he said, ‘no one 
knows that better than you.’ 

Then he had left the room, hearing the key turn in the 
lock behind him. 

‘Bates, can you handle a gun?’ 

‘I was in the Army for five years, M’Lord.’ 

‘And so was the footman on my box,’ Lord Melburne 
said. ‘Show me where your master keeps his firearms.’ 

He went to the front door as he spoke. 

‘James,’ he called, ‘I want you!’ 
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The footman came hurrying into the house, and Lord 
Melburne let Bates lead him to a small room which, open- 
ing off the Hall, contained every weapon appertaining to 
sport. Lord Melburne picked up a fowling-piece and a 
musket, handed one to Bates and the other to the footman. 

‘Load these,’ he said. ‘Stand at the top of the stairs 
outside Miss Clarinda’s room and shoot anyone—with the 
exception of myself—who comes into the house. Do not 
argue, do not hesitate, just shoot—and be accurate.’ 

‘Very good, M’Lord,’ the two men said almost simul- 
taneously. 

Lord Melburne opened a box in which lay Sir 
Roderick’s duelling pistols. He took out one and loaded 
it, then said to James: 

‘Put this box in the coach.’ 

“You're going back, M’Lord?’ Bates asked. 

‘I am going back,’ Lord Melburne answered grimly, 
and without saying any more he went down the steps and 
re-entered his carriage. 
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There was the sound of birds singing and the soft buzz 
of a bee against the window-panes. Clarinda lay listening 
for a little while before she opened her eyes. 

The sun coming in from the big casement facing her 
was almost blinding, and she stared about her in bewilder- 
ment at the carved posts of the great bed in which she lay, 
at the blue draped curtains, the gilt mirrors and gold- 
framed pictures. 

“Where am I?’ she asked aloud. 

In an instant Rose was beside her. 

‘Oh, Miss Clarinda, you’re awake!’ she exclaimed. 

‘Yes, I am awake,’ Clarinda answered slowly. ‘I seem 
to have slept for a long time.” - 

“Five days, Miss,’ Rose told her. 

‘Five days!’ 
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Clarinda felt almost speechless. 

“But why? And where am I?’ 

‘ “You're a Melburne, a, His Lordship felt it best to 
ring you here in case when you were well agai 
frightened.’ 4 ar ea 

“Then I have been ill?’ Clarinda asked. 

Rose shook her head. 

‘No, Miss, only suffering from shock, is what the 
physician said. You cried and cried, and he gave you a 
sleeping-draught. Then he thought, or maybe it was His 
Lordship, ’twould be best for you not to know what was 
happening ’til it was all over.’ 3 

Clarinda raised herself on her pillow. 

“What was all over?’ she asked. 

“The funeral, Miss.’ 

“Then Uncle Roderick is dead!’ Clarinda cried. ʻI ought 
to have been there, I ought to have been with him!’ 

“Now, Miss, you're not to upset yourself, Rose replied. 
“The Master died peaceful-like the following afternoon 
after His Lordship saved you. He didn’t know what had 
happened, no one told him; and His Lordship has seen to 
eve a 

“When was he buried?’ Clarinda asked in a low voice. 

“Yesterday afternoon, Miss, and Mr. Nicholas with him. 

Clarinda sat bolt upright, her eyes wide. 

“Nicholas is . . . dead too!” 

She cried the words aloud. 

a His Eai a 

_No, no,’ Rose interrupted quickly. * *T'was not His Lord- 
ship who killed Mr. Nicholas, 'twas Simple Sarah. 

“Simple Sarah?” 

Clarinda stared at her maid in astonishment. 

“Yes, Miss, she killed Mr. Nicholas I understands, when 
he came from the Caves. She was awaiting for him hidden 
behind the yew trees. She drove a knife into his back not . 
once but half a dozen times.’ 

‘So Nicholas is dead,’ Clarinda said in a low voice. 

“His Lordship'll want to tell you about it himself, Miss,’ 
Rose remarked firmly. ‘The Doctor said that if you woke 
you could get up today. And it'll be berter for you to walk 
about after all the sleeping-draughts you've had. I'll ferch 
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your breakfast, Miss. You’ll feel quite yourself when you’ve 
had something to eat.’ 

Rose went from the room and Clarinda stared blindly 
at the sunshine. So Nicholas was dead! She could hardly 
believe it. | 

Now the terror she had suffered in the Caves came 
flooding back into her memory. She had been saved, saved 
by a miracle, it seemed, and she could not conceive how 
Lord Melburne could have done it. 

She could hear the noise of the exploding wine bottles; 
she could feel him gripping her arm, pulling her off the 
altar steps; she could remember that frightening rush to- 
wards the entrance and she could hear Nicholas shouting 
behind them; and finally when they were safe in the car- 
riage the explosion of the pistol shots echoing after them. 

Clarinda put her hands up to her eyes. Could she ever 
forget the terror of those hours when she had known that 
if Lord Melburne did not come, she must somehow con- 
trive to kill herself? 

And yet he had saved her, the man she had hated, the 
man who for four years she had thought of with bitter 
contempt. She would have to thank him, she thought, she 
would have to tell him how grateful she was. And she won- 
dered how she could ever find the words. 

Then she remembered how she had cried in his arms 
and felt ashamed that he should have seen her so weak, so 
helpless. If only she had managed to keep her self-control 
until she had reached home. She remembered she had 
pleaded with him to stay with her and felt herself blush 
at the memory. 

When Rose had dressed her and arranged her hair ele- 
gantly on her head, Clarinda turned resolutely towards 
the stairs, even though her heart was pounding unaccount- 
ably and she felt more shy and embarrassed than she had 
ever felt before. 

She had never imagined a house could be so magnifi- 
cent. The great carved staircase was impressive enough, 
but there were also high gilt mirrors over carved gold 
tables, family portraits and huge crystal chandeliers to 
admire besides the exquisite colouring of the walls them- 
selves. 
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She was to learn later that much of the furniture had 


been designed especially for Melburne by the Adam 
brothers. The burnished gold of the sofas and the fireside 
Stools seemed to vie in brilliance with exquisitely carved 
sconces on the pale green walls which made a perfect set- 
ting for a collection of pictures which Clarinda had always 
heard spoken of as being unsurpassed. 

Much as she longed to linger and admire Lord Mel- 
burne’s possessions, she knew she must first find him, even 
though for some unaccountable reason which she could 
not explain to herself she felt afraid of seeing him again. 

As a footman opened the Library door for her, she had 
the impression of walls lined with books, of a room so 
beautifully proportioned that for a moment she could 
only gasp at what she saw. Then she was aware that stand- 
ing by the mantelpiece was the tall, elegant figure of the 
man who never failed to make her feel small and insigni- 

cant. 

He was exquisitely dressed as usual and inevitably she 
felt ashamed of the shabbiness of her gown. All she was 
intending to say seemed to disappear from her mind. 
Tongue-tied, she could only look at him with large wide 
eyes, having no idea that the sunshine glinting on the fiery 
gold of her hair made her look like a very small goddess 
who had just descended from Olympus. 

“You are better?’ 

She had forgotten how deep was his voice and how 
penetrating his grey eyes. It seemed to her he observed 
every detail of her appearance, the paleness of her cheeks, 
the fragility of her face, which was a little thinner than 
when he last saw it, the agitation of her heart, and the 
sudden trembling of her hands. 

‘I am quite well,’ Clarinda replied in a low voice. 

He held out his hand towards her. 

“Come and sit down,’ he suggested, and because his tone 
was kind for some extraordinary reason she felt at that 
moment near to tears. 

‘It is those horrible sleeping-draughts, they have made 
me weak,’ she told herself. 

She forced herself to walk towards him and seat herself 
on the edge of the sofa. She looked up at him, thinking 
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bow tall he was and that even the vast proportions of the 
room could not dwarf him. 

“Were you surprised to find yourself at Melburne?’ he 
asked unexpectedly. 

‘I was astonished,’ Clarinda answered. ‘How did you 
get me here?’ 

“You are not a very heavy object to move,’ he answered 
with a smile. “You were well wrapped up in blankets, so 
you suffered no ill-effects.’ 

‘I understand from my maid that you thought I would 
feel safer here than at the Priory,’ Clarinda said. 

‘That is so,’ he replied. 

Then, as though the question burst from her lips and 
she could refrain no longer from asking it, she asked: 

“How did you manage to save me? Even now I can 
hardly believe my prayers were answered.’ 

“You prayed that I would come?’ he said in a low voice. 

‘I prayed as I have never prayed before that God would 
send you,’ she told him, ‘and that you would find some way 
of escape for me.’ 

“What happened was a direct answer to your prayers, 
Lord Melburne replied, ‘for I assure you that when I heard 
where you had gone, I could not imagine how I could con- 
trive to enter the Caves, not being a member of the Club.’ 

Clarinda clasped her hands together. 

‘I thought of that too,’ she said, ‘but somehow, I do not 
know why, I felt you would find a way. If you had not...’ 

She paused. 

“What if I had not managed it?’ Lord Melburne ques- 
tioned. 

‘I intended to kill myself,’ she answered simply. ‘I knew 
how to do it and it would not have been hard to get hold 
of a knife.’ 

He sat down beside her. 

‘I want you to forget what happened that evening,’ he 
said, and his voice was very grave. ‘It is something no 
woman should have had to endure, yet I want to tell you 
that when I saw you with your face turned upwards to- 
wards the ceiling I could hardly believe that anyone— 
anyone in the world—could have been as brave as you 
were.’ 
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There was something in his voice which made her feel | 


even more shy than she had felt before. The colour flooded 
into her face and she looked away from him. 

‘I tried not to look at what was happening round me,’ 
she answered, ‘but just to pray.’ 

“That is what I felt you must be doing,’ he said. 

‘But how ... how did you get in?’ Clarinda asked. ‘I 
must know.’ | 

‘It is a question I asked myself a hundred times before 
I found an answer,’ Lord Melburne admitted, ‘as I stood 
outside the Caves watching the guests arriving. Then when 
I saw them all adjusting masks before they entered, I knew 
that was the answer to my question.’ 

*I do not understand,’ Clarinda said. 

‘I waited,’ he continued, ‘until I recognised the coat 
of arms on one of the coaches. It belonged, I knew, to a 
young nobleman who is heavily in debt, a stupid young 


man who has wasted his heritage gambling and taking | 


part in all sorts of mad adventures, every one of which 
had cost him money. I drew him on one side and I offered 
him quite a large sum of money if he would give me his 
mask and his token of membership.’ 

‘And he agreed?” Clarinda asked breathlessly. 

“He needed a little persuasion,’ Lord Melburne replied 
with a twist of his lips. 

“You mean you forced him to give you what you 
wanted?” Clarinda cried. 

think by the time he reached London and when he 
received the money the following morning, he was grateful 
to me,’ Lord Melburne answered. ‘The evening was spoilt 
anyway after I had spirited you away.’ 

“You were clever ... very clever,’ Clarinda said. 

‘Perhaps it was your prayers that helped me once again,’ 
Lord Melburne suggested. ‘For I promise you that as I 
walked down into the Cave and saw you sitting there, I 
had not the slightest idea of how, with at least a hundred 
men to contend with, I could possibly save you.’ 

‘And then you thought of the wine in the bottles.’ 

“Brandy, the best brandy!’ Lord Melburne corrected 
with a smile. ‘Ii: burns well, and the bursting bottles would, 


I knew, divert the attention of those who were already 
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half stupefied by the excessive amount they had drunk.’ 

‘Supposing someone had penetrated your disguise?’ 
Clarinda asked breathlessly. 

‘Then I should have been in trouble? Lord Melburne 
agreed. “But it did not happen.” 

“And then after you had left me, Clarinda enquired, 
‘when you went back—what happened ?’ 

‘I intended to challenge Nicholas Vernon to a duel,’ 
Lord Melburne replied, and his voice was grim. ‘If he 
had not been gentleman enough to accept it, then I would 
have shot him down as I would shoot down a mad dog. 
But I was too late.’ 

‘Rose told me that Simple Sarah had killed him,’ 
Clarinda said. 

‘It must have been his scream that we heard as we drove 
away, Lord Melburne reflected. ‘When I got back the last 
of the guests were tearing back to London, frightened of a 
scandal, terrified of being involved in the enquiries they 
felt must be inevitable.’ 

‘Only Nicholas was there?’ Clarinda asked. 

‘He was on the point of death,’ Lord Melburne said, 
‘and because I was afraid that you might be involved in 
any enquiries which might be made, I had him put in my 
carriage and I took him back to the Priory.’ 

“You took him to the Priory?’ Clarinda echoed in hor- 
ror. ‘But how could you?’ 

‘It was his home,’ Lord Melburne replied. ‘Your uncle’s 
physician attended to him, but there was nothing anyone 
could do. He died an hour after his arrival.’ 

His Lordship paused, then continued : 

‘That prevented there being any investigations of the 
evening’s proceedings. I swore that I had found him 
stabbed in the Priory drive. And that is why what hap- 
pened that terrible evening, as far as you are concerned, 
Clarinda, is best forgotten.’ 

She did not answer him, and after a moment he said 
gently: 

‘Try and forget. No good can come if you torture 
yourself now it is all over. Forget it as if it were a night- 
mare of no evil consequence save that you were frightened.’ 
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‘I will try,’ she whispered. Then with an effort she | 
raised her face to his. ‘But first I must thank you.’ 

He rose from her side. 

‘I have no wish for your thanks. It will only embarrass 
me, and indeed I have reproached myself bitterly that I 
did not anticipate you might be involved in circumstances 
so bestial. 

‘And why should you have anticipated it?’ Clarinda 
asked bewildered. 

‘Because I had heard about the Caves and the meetings 
of the Hell Fire Club which were being held there; because 
I realised you were right and the man at Dene’s Farm was 
a priest; and because I was a fool not to realise that 
Nicholas Vernon would never forgive you for taking away 
his inheritance.’ 

Lord Melburne spoke in an angry voice. Then he said 
sharply: 

‘But this also is to be forgotten. You will not speak of 
it again, Clarinda, do you understand; either to me or to 
the servants. They have all been warned that if they 
repeat to anyone what happened that night, they will be 
dismissed without a character.’ 

‘I understand,’ Clarinda said quietly. ‘So you have 
saved not only me but also the honour of the Vernons.’ 

‘I have done my best, Lord Melburne admitted. 

“And Simple Sarah, what has happened to her?’ 
Clarinda enquired. 

‘She drowned herself, Lord Melburne replied. ‘And 
that means there will be no trial, and again it closes a chap- 
ter—a chapter which must not be reopened.’ 

Clarinda gave a deep sigh as if it came from the very 
depths of her being. 

‘Thank you, My Lord,’ she said. ‘I promise you that 
I am deeply and sincerely grateful.’ 

‘And now I want to talk to you about something quite 
different,’ Lord Melburne told her. ‘Do you feel well 
enough to listen?’ 

‘Of course,’ she answered. ‘I am completely recovered. 
I can quite understand why you wished me to be uncon- 
scious these last few days, but it was unnecessary. I should 
have been brave enough to attend my uncle’s funeral.’ 
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‘It was an ordeal to which I did not wish you subjected,’ 
Lord Melburne said. 

There was something proprietary in his tone which made 
Clarinda raise her eyes quickly to his. 

‘Uncle Roderick’s will has been read?’ she asked. 

‘Yes,’ Lord Melburne answered. ‘He has left, as you 
well know, everything he possessed, the Priory and his 
very considerable fortune to you, Clarinda. You are now a 
very wealthy and very enviable young woman.’ 

Clarinda rose from the sofa and walked across to the 
window. She stood looking out over the lake before she 
said : 

‘I never wanted all that money. I intended to give 
most of it back to Nicholas, keeping just enough for Rose 
and myself to have a small house on the Estate. I thought 
we could live there quietly.’ 

‘I am afraid that is now impossible,’ Lord Melburne 
said. 

‘Not really,’ she answered. ‘I can give the money away, 
and you can have the Estate. It marches with yours and 
you will administer it far better than I should do. It was 
what Uncle Roderick wanted anyway.’ ) 

‘Do you really think I could accept such a valuable pre- 
sent?’ Lord Melburne asked. ‘No, Clarinda, I have very 
different plans for you.’ 

She turned round to look at him. 

“You have plans for me?’ she asked. ‘I think, My Lord, 
you have forgotten that now my uncle is dead the arrange- 
ment was that you would be free—free to return to your 
amusements in London. When I asked for your help I was 
rot expecting that you would find yourself involved in 
such a terrifying situation. I am grateful, more grateful 
than I can ever say for what you have done; but it is fin- 
ished. Thank you, but now we can say good-bye.’ 

‘May I ask you what you intend to do?’ Lord Melburne 
enquired. 

‘I will live at the Priory for the moment,’ Clarinda 
answered. 

‘Alone?’ 

The word sounded almost like a pistol-shot. 

‘Rose will be with me, and the other servants are there.’ 
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“You know as well as I do,’ Lord Melburne said sharply, _ 


‘that you cannot live at the Priory unchaperoned. You are 
not only wealthy, Clarinda, you are a very beautiful young 
woman. Surely you can understand that both of those 
attributes carry their own penalties.’ 

“That is ridiculous,’ Clarinda began hotly. 

Then she met Lord Melburne’s eyes and the words died 
on her lips. 

“I will find myself a chaperon, she said almost sub- 
missively. 

‘Have you anyone in mind?’ Lord Melburne enquired. 

‘No,’ she admitted. 

“Very well,’ he answered. ‘Until someone suitable can be 
procured, I have another suggestion to make.’ 

“What is that?’ Clarinda asked. 

“That you should come to London,’ he answered. ‘I 
have already made arran s for my maternal grand- 
mother, the Dowager Marchioness of Slade, to chaperon 
you at Melburne House. In your new condition you must 
take your place in society. You will, Clarinda, have a 
chance to see more of the world than you have seen these 
part seara: 

I think you are crazed!’ Clarinda ejaculated. ‘Do you 
really credit that you can arrange my life for me, that I 
would accept the chaperonage of your grandmother or in- 
deed do anything else that you suggest?” 

‘I was rather expecting that might be your attitude,’ 
Lord Melburne said in his most uncompromising voice. 
‘But I am afraid, Clarinda, you have no choice in the 
matter.’ 

‘Thave...no... choice?’ 

The words seemed to be squeezed from her in her 
astonishment. 

‘No,’ he answered. ‘Our betrothal, which enabled Sir 
Roderick to die happy believing that his Estate was safe, 
is I grant you, terminated. But your uncle made another 
proviso in his will, and I admit it was on my suggestion, 
e ul you came of age or married, I should be your 


Then stammering in her anger 
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For a moment Clarinda was too stupefied to answer him. 
she exclaimed: À 





‘Y .you made Uncle Roderick ... a.appoint you ... 
my G. Guardian? How c.could you do such ... a thing, 
how could you .. . interfere, how could you ... h. humili- 
ate me by assuming such a. . . position?’ 

Tt is a position,’ Lord Melburne said sternly, ‘that I 
am prepared to relinquish at any moment, Clarinda, either 
to your husband or to someone whom I consider would 
be an adequate or perhaps better Guardian than myself. 
You have but to name such a person and I will resign im- 
mediately in his favour. Have you anyone to suggest?’ 

Clarinda turned away petulantly to look once again out 
of the window. 

‘I know of no one,’ she said crossly, ‘but I do not want 
. +. you.’ 

‘That is very obvious,’ Lord Melburne said, ‘and I assure 
you, Clarinda, it is not a duty I would undertake if I did 
not feel it was imperative that you should be looked after.’ 

‘Only because I am now rich,’ Clarinda snapped. ‘When 
I was poor nobody worried about me.’ 

‘On the contrary, I have found you quite a considerable 
a ever since I have known you,’ Lord Melburne re- 

lied.. 

i There was a hint of laughter in his voice and Clarinda 
felt herself blush. 

_*That was rude and ... ungrateful of ... me,’ she said 
shyly. ‘Please ... will you consider ... those words ... 
unsaid?’ 

‘Certainly,’ Lord Melburne replied, ‘as long as you lis- 
ten to the plans I have made. I am afraid, Clarinda, that 
much as you may dislike me, you have no alternative at 
the moment but to accept them.’ 

Almost as though he compelled her, Clarinda came from 
the window to sit down once again on the sofa. 

‘I am taking you to London,’ Lord Melburne explained, 
‘because I consider it in your best interest that your hori- 
zon should be widened, that you should meet girls of your 
own age and men who will undoubtedly find you very 
attractive.’ 

There was something dry and a little sarcastic about his 
voice which made Clarinda glance at him sharply. 

‘My grandmother will help you buy the right sort of 
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clothes in which you can make your debut into the fashion- 


able world.’ 

_ “Surely I am in mourning for Uncle Roderick?’ Clarinda 
interrupted. 

“That is also provided for in your uncle’s will,’ Lord 
Melburne answered. ‘He specially requested that no one 
should wear black for him, nor should there be any period 
of mourning whatsoever.’ 

__ That is your doing!’ Clarinda exclaimed. ‘You knew 
if I were in mourning I could not go to London.’ 

_ ‘On the contrary, I think your uncle inserted that par- 
ticular clause because he was thinking of the expense,’ 
Lord Melburne replied. 

Once again, because she had been rude, Clarinda felt the 
blood rise in her cheeks. 

“You will, I think,’ Lord Melburne continued, ‘find the 
em world very different from your present conception 

it.’ 

‘I doubt it,’ Clarinda said hotly. ‘I have met you and 
I have met Nicholas, two gentlemen of fashion who have 
not endeared the Beau Ton to me, if that is the right term 
one oe which you move.’ 

pa as if she expected him to speak. When he 
said nothing, she continued: 

‘I know that as a woman I should be looking forward 
to attending Balls, Masques and Assemblies. But I do 
not want to meet the people who enjoy such entertainments. 
I want to stay here in the country, where I shall not be 
out of place, where Gentlemen like Your Lordship will 
not make me feel uncomfortable because my gown is 
unsmart, my hair not dressed in the latest fashion.’ 

Again, she seemed to wait for his comment before she 
went on: r 

‘I want to live quietly without feeling frightened that 
I shall do the wrong thing or having to make polite con- 
versation to people with whom I have not the slightest 
interest in common.” 

_ She spoke hotly, her hands clenched together in her 
intensity. Then she realised that Lord Melburne was quite 
unmoved by her protest. 

‘If after some months in London you tell me the same 
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thing,” he said quietly, “then we can readjust your plans 
for the future. 

“You think you can do what you like with me, do you 
not?” she said furiously. “Have I no say in anything? After 
all, it is my money that is going to pay for all this non- 
sense.” 

“Then let us hope that your money will teach you to 
behave more like a sensible woman than a hysterical school- 
girl,’ Lord Melburne replied. 

She felt as if he had hit her, and because he had aroused 
an almost blind anger in her she stormed: 

‘I hate you, do you understand? I would rather have 
anyone ... anyone as my Guardian than you! I hate you, 
I despise you! I shall never forget and never forgive what 
you did to my friend.’ 

“To your friend?’ Lord Melburne asked. 

There was a sudden glint in his eyes as if he realised he 
was needling her into telling him what he had long wanted 
to know. 

“Yes, to my friend—Jessica Tansley,’ Clarinda cried. 
‘And now can you tell me that I should not be afraid of 
coming to London to meet fashionable gentlemen like 
yourself!’ 

‘Jessica Tansley!’ Lord Melburne repeated. ‘It is 
strange, but I cannot for the life of me remember ever 
hearing that name before.’ 

‘How can you say such a thing?’ Clarinda raged. ‘How 
can you utter such a falsehood or try to deceive me! You 
are impossible, utterly and completely impossible, and that 
is why I hate you.’ 

She turned as she spoke and ran from the room, deter- 
mined as she went that he should not see the tears in her 
eyes, tears of weakness and of rage combined. 

Lord Melburne stood for a long time when she had left 
him repeating almost beneath his breath the name ‘Jessica 
Tansley’. Then speaking aloud he said: 

‘I swear I have never heard of the woman!’ 

Upstairs Clarinda wept in her bedroom for some min- 
utes before resolutely she wiped her eyes and sent for Rose. 

‘Oh Miss,’ Rose cried, as she came into the room. ‘Has 
His Lordship told you we’re leaving for London this very 
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afternoon? *Tis the most exciting thing I've ever known. 


Are you not thrilled, Miss Clarinda?’ 

‘No, I am not,’ Clarinda answered crossly. ‘I want to 
stay here, Rose, in the country.’ 

‘Oh, but Miss Clarinda, you’d feel sad and gloomy at 
the Priory. There seemed a shadow over the whole place 
before we came away. What with the Master and Mr. 
Nicholas adying there it gives me a sort of creepy feeling, 
it does really. I wants to see London. And His Lordship’s 
valet has promised he’ll take me out one evening and show 
me the sights.’ 

“Have you packed?’ Clarinda asked. 

“There's not much to pack, Miss Clarinda,’ Rose an- 
swered frankly. “And Mrs. Foster, the lady who has been 
achaperoning you since you've been here, says there's no 
point in taking a lot of things with us since His Lordship's 
grandmother will want to buy everything new. Her Lady- 
ship is old, but they tells me she is a great personality and 
of tremendous import wherever she goes.’ 

‘I am frightened ... I am frightened, Rose,’ Clarinda 
exclaimed. 

“Now, Miss Clarinda, you’ve never been feared of any- 
thing! Why, Sir Roderick has said over and over again 
that there's never been anyone who'd take a high fence like 
you.” 

‘I can face things I understand,’ Clarinda answered, ‘but 
it’s not like entering a new world where everything is so 
strange, where I shall make mistakes at every turn.’ 

“No you'll not, not with Her Ladyship to look after 
you,’ Rose said firmly. ‘Besides, Miss Clarinda, they all 
say at Melburne you’re the prettiest young lady they’ve 
ever seen. What’s the point of hiding your face in the coun- 
try with only a lot of turnip-tops to see it? You can do 
that when you’re old and ugly.’ 

Clarinda laughed suddenly. 

“Are you thinking of me or yourself, Rose?’ 

“Pm thinking of both of us, if I tells the truth, Miss,’ 
Rose replied. ‘I’m not as young as I was and this may be 
my last chance to go anywhere and meet anyone. Why, do 
you know, there are over thirty menservants in this house? 
Thirty, Miss! It gives a woman a real choice!’ 
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Clarinda laughed again. 

‘Perhaps I am being silly, Rose,’ she said. ‘It is just 
that I do not want to do what His Lordship wants me to.’ 

‘Not after he saved you, Miss?’ Rose said. ‘That seems 
a mite ungrateful! His Lordship was wonderful that night, 
he was really. He told me to stay with you all night. He 
set old Bates and his own footman outside your door with 
guns and told them to shoot anyone who came into the 
house. They would have too!” 

Rose's eyes glistened as if she would have enjoyed the 
bloodshed. 

“Then when Sir Roderick died the next day, she con- 
tinued, ‘there’d have been a real muddle if His Lordship 
had not been in charge. Just like a general, he was, com- 
manding everyone to do this and do that. I swear, Miss 
Clarinda, you would have felt proud if you’d been there 
to see how ing was arranged with no fuss and no 
complaints.’ 

Clarinda said nothing and after a minute Rose went 
on: ‘’Tis not like you, Miss, to be ungrateful and un- 
gracious.’ 

‘And I am both to Lord Melburne,’ Clarinda agreed. 
‘Rose, why does he upset me so much?’ 

‘I think it is because you’ve not scen many Gentlemen, 
Rose said, ‘only Mr. Nicholas, and he doesn’t count, and, 
of course, Mr. Wilsdon, who was much too young. When 

ou get to London, Miss, you'll be a big success, you see 
if you are not.’ 

‘I do not want to be a success,’ Clarinda said, but her 
words did not sound convincing even to herself. 

They set off immediately after luncheon. Clarinda 
found she was journeying to London in His Lordship’s 
travelling carriage. It was light and well-sprung, but it 
was closed and she had hoped that Lord Melburne might 
ask her to drive with him in his High Perch Phaeton. But 
perhaps because she had been so rude and disagreeable 
he did not invite her to accompany him, and rather for- 
lornly she stepped into the carriage by herself. 

They had eaten a light meal in the oval Dining Room 
but Major Foster and his wife were also present, and 
Clarinda had no chance of speaking alone with Lord Mel- 
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burne. She knew she ought to apologise, she wanted too to | 


ask him questions about his grandmother; but there was 
no opportunity. 

Bending forward to wave good-bye to the Fosters, she 
had her last glimpse of Melburne, and she was conscious 
that Lord Melburne in his Phaeton was already speeding 
ahead up the drive. 

“He might have taken me with him, she sighed, but 
admitted ruefully that it was her own fault that he had 
no desire for her company. 

She would have been surprised if she had known that 
the Dowager Marchioness of Slade was giving her grandson 
a berating to the same effect when he arrived at Melburne 
House in Berkeley Square at least thirty minutes ahead of 
Clarinda. 

“You do not mean to say, Buck, you let the poor child 
travel to London alone?’ the Dowager enquired, sitting 
o upright with her shoulders back and her head held 
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She looked an extremely formidable-looking old lady 
until an acute beholder noticed the twinkle in her eye and 
realised that she had an irresistible humour which made 
her grandson laugh, and a shrewdness which kept the 
female part of her relatives permanently in apprehension 
of what she might discover next. 

‘Clarinda was, as it happens,’ Lord Melburne answered, 
‘somewhat incensed with me, and I really could not con- 
template two hours of argument as to why she should not 
come to London.” 

“She had no wish to come?” the Dowager enquired in 
some surprise. 

“No indeed,’ Lord Melburne replied. ‘She has a vast 
dislike of the fashionable world, having never seen it and 
knowing nothing about it.’ 

‘Is she bird-witted?’ the Dowager hazarded. 

‘I do not think so,’ Lord Melburne answered. ‘She has 
run the Priory Estate, which as you know, Grandmama, 
is very large, almost single-handed for the last year; and 
Foster tells me that everything is in the most excellent 
order. She has also kept the accounts, which shows, if 
nothing else, she has a head for mathematics.’ 
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‘Do not tell me she is that terrifying thing, a female 
with a brain-box!’ the Dowager ejaculated. ‘I swear to 
you, Buck, if you have inflicted some plain-faced intel- 
lectual upon me, I will walk out of this house tonight.’ 

*You will not find Clarinda plain,’ Lord Melburne re- 
plied. ‘She is quite one of the most beautiful creatures I 
have ever seen. She is unsophisticated. She has more cour- 
age than I believed it possible for any woman to have, 
and she has an unremitting hatred of me.’ 

‘Are you speaking the truth?’ the Dowager asked in 
astonishment. ‘Are you seriously telling me, Buck, that 
there is a girl, any girl, anywhere, who does not find you 
irresistible?’ 

‘Wait till you meet Clarinda,’ Lord Melburne said 
with a smile. 

‘Then why,’ his grandmother enquired, ‘why in Heaven’s 
name are you playing wet-nurse to this wench if she has 
no interest in you and presumably you have none in her?’ 

‘Shall we put it down to a sense of duty, Grandmama? 
Something you have always accused me of lacking!’ 

‘I must say there are times, Buck, when you astonish 
me,’ the Dowager declared. 

‘I am glad about that,’ her grandson said affectionately, 
‘because I assure you, Grandmama, you are always a sur- 
prise to me. No one but you could have responded so 
quickly to my call for help; no one but you would have 
come here, not knowing what to expect but ready for any 
adventure in which I might involve you.’ 

‘I cannot think why that surprises you,’ his grand- 
mother snapped at him. ‘I assure you life is dull enough in 
Kent listening to people talking incessantly about cherry 
trees, and your Aunt Matilda continually complaining that 
she is suffering from asthma. There is one thing I could 
never abide and that is sick females.’ 

‘I can think of other things too,’ Lord Melburne smiled. 
‘Now Melburne House is at your disposal, Grandmama, 
will you give a Ball for Clarinda?’ 

‘I will have a look at the girl first,’ his grandmother 
replied cautiously. ‘I am not going to propel an unattrac- 
tive creature about, not if you go down to mé on your 
knees, Buck, and that is a promise.” 
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‘I can assure you there will be no reason for me to fall 
on my knees,’ Lord Melburne said. ‘And incidentally, as 
I have already told you, Clarinda is a very wealthy young 
woman, and that should make your task much easier.’ 

“Which means we shall have all the fortune-seekers in 
London besieging the house,’ his grandmother said sharply. 
‘I deplore and despise those slimy creatures who want to 
marry a woman for her wealth,’ 

‘I am sure you will be able to keep them at bay,’ Lord 
Melburne said laughing. 

‘I thought that was your job as Guardian,’ the Dowager 
snapped. “You do not blind me, Buck! You know as well 
as I do that you have no intention of accepting a neighbour 
sitting on your boundaries of whom you do not approve.’ 

‘Grandmama, you are too sharp to be anything but dan- 
gerous,’ Lord Melburne said. ‘I will be honest with you 
and admit that such a thought had crossed my mind.’ 

‘I suppose you would not consider marrying the girl 
yourself?’ the Dowager asked with a sly glance at him. 
‘I have thought for a long time that it would do you good 
to settle down. And that black-haired minx, Lady Romayne 
Ramsey, who calls herself your cousin, has the same idea.’ 

‘Does nothing escape you, Grandmama?’ Lord 
Melburne asked with a smile. ‘I assure you that after the 
manner in which Clarinda raged at me for daring to pro- 
pose that I should be her Guardian, I would be far too 
frightened, even if I wished it, to suggest any other 
relationship.’ 

“Well, there is one thing of which I am sure,’ the 
Dowager said positively. ‘If this green chit can withstand 
your much vaunted attractions, if she has no interest in 
getting her claws into you like all those other vacant-faced 
creatures who chase after you like a flock of sheep, then 
she must be an exceptional girl.’ 

‘Quite exceptional, as you will see for yourself,’ Lord 
Melburne answered as the door opened and the butler 
announced in stentorian tones: 

‘Miss Clarinda Vernon, M’Lord.’ 
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“You are certainly a success!’ the Dowager Marchioness 
observed as she and Clarinda entered the hall of Melburne 
House and saw the profusion of flowers which awaited 
them. 

There were bouquets and baskets of flowers on every 
table and arranged along the sides of the marble floor. 
Their fragrance scented the air, and the cards attached 
to the offerings appeared each to bear a coronet. 

“They are indeed lovely!” Clarinda exclaimed. ‘At the 
same time I feel that they are a tribute not to me but to 
you, Ma'am, and your grandson.” 

The Dowager smiled. 

‘I repeat, you are a great success. You enjoyed the Ball 
last night?” 

‘It was wonderful!’ Clarinda answered. ‘I never thought 
that anything so magnificent would be given for me. I 
would indeed be ungrateful if I had not enjoyed every 
moment of it.’ 

The Dowager turned towards the staircase. 

‘I shall lie down,’ she said, ‘and it would be wise if you 
took a rest as well, Clarinda—remember tonight we are 
dining at Carlton House!’ 

‘I have not forgotten,’ Clarinda replied. ‘But although 
we went to bed so late last night I am not at all tired. I 
admit that I was unconscionably late in rising.’ 

“You are becoming fashionable,’ the Dowager said. “You 
are perceiving it is quite easy to forget country ways.’ 

‘I am beginning to find that,’ Clarinda admitted with a 
smile. 


They moved slowly up the stairway because the 


Dowager’s rheumaticky leg prevented her from moving 
quickly at any time. She paused on the landing. She asked 
Clarinda: 

‘How many offers did you receive last night?’ 

‘Only two,’ Clarinda replied, ‘and both from men who 
I am convinced were more interested in my fortune than 
in me.’ 

119 





aed 1 =, — vial INE r 
oe AEA eT ee me O NNE A 
' 7 eta n- af Di. pa | 
>» 


‘I think I can guess who they were,’ the Dowager told 


her. “What did you say to them?” 

‘I have an almost routine speech by now,’ Clarinda re- 
plied. ‘I tell them how much I am honoured by their 
proposal and suggest they call on my Guardian.’ 

She gave a little laugh. 

‘I know His Lordship will deal most firmly with them. 

‘That is what a Guardian is for,’ the Dowager agreed, 
‘and in this respect you have kept my grandson exceedingly 
busy these past weeks, I am told that Mr. Frederick Har- 
ley besieges him daily for a more lenient attitude towards 
his suit.’ 

‘But he is a horrible little man!’ Clarinda exclaimed. 
“How dare he think that I could ever consider him as a 
husband.’ 

‘Men of marriageable age have a conceit all of their 
own,’ the Dowager said, ‘but tell me, what did the Duke 
of Kingston say to you last night?’ 

“He did not offer for me, if that is what you mean,” 
Clarinda replied. ‘I danced with His Grace twice—or was 
it three times?—and found he had a high opinion of him- 
self.’ 

“With some reason,’ the Dowager remarked, continuing 
her way up the stairs. 

‘Why?’ Clarinda enquired. 

‘His Grace is, without exception, the greatest matri- 
monial catch in the country,’ the Dowager explained. 
‘His mother was a Royal Princess, which gives him a 
special standing not only at Buckingham Palace but in 
every Court in Europe. Besides this, the Duke is the lar- 
gest landowner in England. He owns a dozen magnificent 
houses and he is not unpleasing to look at.’ 

‘He is very large and rather overbearing,’ Clarinda 
said in a smell voice. 

‘If he should offer for you, what a triumph it would 
be!” the Dowager ruminated. ‘Of course, child. I cannot 
holc out much hope of it. Every ambitious Mama has 
angled after the Duke since he left Eton, and yet at thirty- 
five he is still a bachelor!’ 

“Perhaps he is waiting to fall in love,’ Clarinda sug- 
gested. 
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The Dowager laughed. 

“He is far more likely to be waiting for a suitable Prin- 
cess,’ she answered. ‘As you say, the has a very good 
opinion of himself. At the same time I should like to bring 
him to your feet just to see the expression of envy, hatred 
and malice on the face of every woman in Society with a 
marriageable daughter.’ 

‘I do not think they need perturb themselves,’ Clarinda 
smiled, ‘I am quite certain the Duke was only being polite 
last night in asking me to dance.’ 

‘Perhaps you are being over-modest,’ the Dowager re- 
marked drily. “There was no one present who did not say 
you were the loveliest débutante not only of this Season 
but of any other.’ 

“That is only because you gave me such a beautiful 
gown,’ Clarinda said. ‘If they had seen me in the old clothes 
I had to wear at home they would not have been so en- 
the De d nothing until they reached the 

The Dowager said nothing unti rea top 
of the staircase, then she looked at the girl beside her with 
appraising eyes. 

Th in the height of fashion, her muslin gown cling- 
ing to her slim body, the blue satin ribbons which cupped 
her small breasts being echoed by the ribbons and feathers 
in her high-crowned bonnet, Clarinda was almost unbeliev- 
ably lovely. 

‘Did you think,’ she asked in a low voice, not looking 
straight at the Dowager, ‘that His Lordship enjoyed the 
Ball?’ 

‘I thought my grandson played his part as host most 
ably,’ the Dowager replied. "Did he not congratulate you 
on your a ce?” 

She looked at Clarinda with her shrewd eyes as she 
spoke and noticed the slight flush which coloured her 
cheeks. 

‘His Lordship said something conventionally compli- 
mentary while he was waiting to receive the guests,’ she 
admitted, ‘but he did not ask me to dance.’ 

‘I have always been told that my grandson has a rooted 
objection to prancing about the dance-floor,’ the Dowager 
said. 
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“He danced with Lady Romayne,’ Clarinda replied. 

‘If he did, I am sure it was none of his seeking,’ the 
Dowager exclaimed, ‘If there was ever a pushing, demand- 
ing creature, it is that pretentious, over-acclaimed female! | 
In my day, women waited to be chased, they did not make | 
a man feel like a fox running for cover.’ 

Clarinda laughed, she could not help it. She always 
enjoyed the Dowager’s dry humour. 

‘She looked very beautiful,’ she remarked. ` 

“That is a matter of opinion,’ the Dowager replied 
sharply. ‘Go and lie down, child. I want you to look your 
best tonight for your first visit to Carlton House.’ 

Obediently Clarinda went to her room, but she did not 
at once ring for Rose. She sat looking at herself in the. 
mirror, noting the manner in which her red-gold hair 
framed her face beneath the high bonnet; seeing the white- | 
ness of her skin against the soft blue of her gown. . 

It seemed impossible, she thought, that this could be 
Clarinda Vernon, the girl who had been ashamed of her 
shabby gowns, who had gone for years without having a 
new dress, and who had had to patch and darn every gar- 
ment she possessed. 

Now her wardrobe was full of new clothes of every 
sort and description, all extremely expensive, all in the 
height of fashion. i 

Though she rejoiced in owning them, Clarinda could 
not help remembering the agony she had suffered during 
her first week in London. She had to stand hour after 
hour while materials were pinned around her. 1 

She travelled from shop to shop while the Dowager 
bought—despite her protests, and a guilty feeling that she 
should not be spending so much money on herself—what 
seemed an avalanche of bonnets, reticules, pelisses, slip- 
pers, gloves and wraps. 

However, the result, she had to admit, was sensational. 
She had been acclaimed a beauty from the first moment. 
she had appeared amongst the Beau Ton. I 

Although she tried to be cynical and tell herself it was 
only because she was labelled an heiress that everyone was 
so pleasant to her, she had to admit that the whole glitter- 
ing façade of Society was fascinating and most entertaining. 
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She certainly had no time for introspection. When 
she was not purchasing clothes or having dancing lessons, 
she and the Dowager Marchioness were being entertained 
at almost every hour of the day. 

There were not only Balls, but Receptions, Assemblies, 
smaller gatherings where people conversed and listened 
to music; luncheon parties, dinner parties, besides the time 
that was taken up with innumerable callers paying their 
respects to the Dowager while keeping their eyes admir- 
ingly on Clarinda. 

‘When Gentlemen compliment me,’ she said to the 
Dowager soon after she arrived in London, ‘I cannot help 
feeling they are roasting me. I am not used to flattery.’ 

‘You must learn to accept a compliment gracefully,’ the 
Dowager admonished her. 

‘I try,’ Clarinda admitted, ‘although sometimes I want 
to laugh. When young men go into eulogies about my eye- 
brows or the shape of my nose, I cannot help feeling how 
idiotic they sound. 

“You will get used to it,’ the Dowager said wisely, and 
after nearly a month in London Clarinda had to admit 
she was right! 

She was beginning to find it quite easy to accept the 
complimentary phrases which were whispered in her ear 
at every party; she grew used to seeing a look of excite- 
ment in a man’s eyes as he raised her hand to his lips; she 
grew quite adept at avoiding an offer of marriage except 
from those who were too persistent or thick-skinned to 
take a hint. 

One thing, which never ceased to surprise her, was that 
she saw so little of Lord Melburne. She could hardly 
believe it possible that she could live in a man’s house, 
know that he was her host and, more important still, her 
Guardian, and yet have little or no direct contact with 
him 


When they did meet, it was always in the presence of 
other people: either his grandmother was there, or there 
was a dinner party. Even when he accompanied them to 
dinner at other people’s houses, it seemed to Clarinda 
almost extraordinary that they were never seated next to 
each other and he never asked her to dance. 
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She had been very angry with Lord Melburne when 


they first came to London, and she had thought that she 
would find herself continually raging at him, incensed 


by his proprietory attitude and fighting with him in words 


like the cut-and-thrust of a duel with swords. 


On the contrary the situation was almost deflating and 
in a way frustrating, but she had no chance of even arguing 


with him about anything. 


He was always courteous in a detached, indifferent man- | 
ner, and she was well aware that she should be grateful 
to him for the comforts she enjoyed at Melburne House. 
But she felt now that it must be intentional on his part 


that they should never be together alone. 


She received occasional messages from him through his 


grandmother. It was in this way that she learnt that should 
anyone unsuitable make her an offer of marriage, she had 


only to tell the Gentleman in question to call on her 


Guardian and Lord Melburne would blight any hopes he 
might have had of gaining her hand. 
Clarinda discovered that the only way to communicate 


such matters to Lord Melburne was to send him a note, | 


and duly in the morning before she and the Dowager started 


their round of gaiety for the day she would write in her 


elegant hand a few words on a sheet of writing paper. 


‘Lord Wilmot will be calling on you today, My Lord; . 


T have no wish to accept his suit.’ 
Or: 


‘Captain Charles Cuddington may ask your Lord- 


ship’s permission to see me alone; please prevent this if 
possible.’ 


Lord Melburne never replied, bùt Clarinda found the f 
young men she disliked were barred the house and even 
made no effort to approach her again when they saw her 


at other parties, 
She felt that Lord Melburne was extremely thorough 


in executing his duties as her Guardian, but that he 
appeared to have no desire to communicate personally | 


with her. 
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Before she came to London that was exactly what she 
would have desired; and yet now his attitude of indiffer- 
ence piqued her although she would not admit it to herself. 

When she was dressed ready for dinner at Carlton 
House, Rose exclaimed her delight at her appearance: 

“You look lovely, Miss Clarinda, she said, ‘even more 
lovely than you looked last night! I wish you could have 
heard all the nice things that were said about you, Miss.” 

Clarinda glanced at her reflection in the mirror. Her 
dress for tonight's party was green, a soft green of buds 
in early spring, and for a moment she thought that her 
gown, with its tiny brilliants like drops of water, made 
her look like a nymph rising from the lake at Melburne, 

Then she remembered that she had been wearing a 
green gown the night Nicholas had taken her to the Caves. 
She gave a little shudder. Could green be unlucky she 
wondered? And told herself she was being nonsensical, 

‘I am very proud of you, child,’ the Dowager said as 
they went downstairs. 

Lord Melburne was waiting for them in the hall, look- 
ing incredibly handsome with the decorations he had won 
in the Army glittering on the blue satin of his evening 
coat. 

Clarinda looked up at him hoping to see a glint of 
admiration in his eyes. She had become experienced 
enough now to recognise that particular expression which 
sometimes held a flicker of fire behind it. 

But Lord Melburne seemed preoccupied in brushing 
a speck of dust from his sleeve and it was at his grand- 
mother he looked rather than at his Ward. 

‘We must not be late,’ he said, ‘you know how the Prince 
insists that his dinner parties shal] start on time, especially 
when it is to be followed by a large reception.’ 

“We have plenty of time,’ the Dowager said soothingly. 
‘I am looking forward to hearing what Clarinda thinks 
of Carlton House.’ 

‘Of course, it is her first visit, Lord Melburne said. 
‘I had forgotten that. I hope she will not expect too much 
—or she will be disappointed.’ Í 

‘But everything is so exciting for me!’ Clarinda ex- 
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claimed, wondering why he spoke of her as if she were not 


present. | 
“You will find Prinny's parties unbearably hot and in- 


variably a tiresome crush,’ Lord Melburne said in a bored 
voice. ‘If I could avoid such occasions, I would!’ 


‘I hope you are not coming tonight solely on my. 


account,’ Clarinda said shyly. 


‘No, indeed, Lord Melburne replied. “The Prince in- 
sisted on my presence. He likes to have his most intimate | 


friends around him when he entertains.’ 


Lord Melburne’s reply was quite crushing and Clarinda | 


lapsed into silence. 
Carlton House was, however, even more impressive than 


she had expected. From the moment she entered the | 
Corinthian portico, she felt that she gaped like a yokel . 
at the pillars of porphyry in the Hall, at Chinese yellow — 


silk hangings in the Drawing Room, at the busts, statues, 
griffins and urns. 


She felt so stunned by the Dining Room walls of silver 


supported by columns in red and yellow granite that it 
was hard at first for her to eat or converse with the | 


Gentlemen on either side of her. 


The dinner was long and elaborate with innumerable | 
French dishes served on solid silver plates, but when it 


was over there were more marvels to see outside. 
Through the Rose Satin Room festooned with flowers 
and the adjoining ante-room with its frieze of sphinxes 


encircling the bust of Minerva, there was a vast Conser- 
vatory with a buffet creaking under a load of gold orna-. 


ments. 
Supper tables were laid out in the garden, where there 


were miniature fountains and a cascade in which flashed 
gold and silver fish, and there were fairy lamps and 


lanterns to illuminate the velvet-smooth lawns. 


For Clarinda there was also the novelty of staring at 
the guests, who were even more colourful than their host’s - 
collection of famous pictures. The women in high-waisted 
gowns of satin, gauze or muslin, damped to show every | 
curve of their sinuous figures, were, with their magnificent 
tiaras and glittering necklaces, no less colourful than the- 
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men in their white knee-breeches and their satin coats em- 
bellished with bejewelled decorations. 

Never in her wildest dreams had Clarinda imagined 
anything could be so beautiful, so gay, and so noisy! And 
what was more exciting was that she could never stand a 
moment by the Dowager’s side before someone asked her 
to dance. 

It was very hot, and the thousands of lighted candles 
made it hotter still. Lord Melburne slipped away from 
the élite circle round the Prince to find a quiet place by a 
window where he could sit down with three friends to a 
game of cards. He was therefore somewhat surprised to 
find a small figure standing beside him and to hear a low 
voice say: 

‘Could you take me ... home, My Lord?’ 

He glanced up in surprise, then rose to his feet. 

“Take you home, Clarinda!’ he ejaculated. ‘It is not yet 
one o’clock. No one leaves a party at Carlton House until 
it is dawn!’ 

‘I would like to retire, if it please you,’ Clarinda in- 
sisted. “But I cannot for the moment find your grand- 
mother.’ 

Lord Melburne glanced down at Clarinda’s face en- 
quiringly, then he put his cards down on the table. 

‘I regret, Gentlemen,’ he said to those with whom he 
was playing, “but my Ward has need of me.’ 

‘I wish she had need of me!’ one of the Gentlemen re- 
marked, but Clarinda had already turned away from the 
table. 

Lord Melburne followed her. 

“What is the matter?’ he asked, when they were out of 
hearing. 

‘I cannot tell you ... here,’ she replied, ‘bur please sa 

. nothing to your grandmother. I must leave ... Í 
must.’ 

Efficiently Lord Melburne found the Dowager sitting 
with some of her old cronies in one of the Salons, drew 
her aside and told her Clarinda wished to go home. In 
what seemed an incredibly short time they were driving 
back towards Berkeley Square. 

“You must be ill to wish to leave so early,’ the Dowager 
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said to Clarinda, “but I am delighted to get away from the | 
heat and deafening clatter of the bands.’ oe a | 

‘I have a slight headache,’ Clarinda admitted. “Lae 
‘It is not surprising,’ the Dowager replied, ‘you were | 
late last night. Two big parties one on top of each other | 
is too much for anyone.’ THM a 
When they reached Melburne House the Dowager gaye | 
a sigh. e ta 
‘I must admit I welcome a chance to get to bed early? | 
she said. ‘Come along, Clarinda! Send Rose for a glass | 
of milk to help you to get to sleep.’ ' K 
‘Perhaps I could just have a glass of lemonade,’ Clarinda 
said and looked appealingly at Lord Melburne. DAR 
‘Come and have it in the Library,’ he suggested. ‘I will 
not keep her long, Grandmama, I promise you.’ q 
‘The sooner the child gets into bed the better,’ the 
Dowager replied. K 
She continued to move up the stairway and Clarinda 
walked with Lord Melburne towards the Library. | 
The big book-lined room seemed cold after the exces- 
sive heat of Carlton House, and Lord Melburne told t je 
footman to light the fire. He then went to the grog-tra Ki 
tọ pour Clarinda out a glass of lemonade. a 
She took it from him and set it down on a small table 
by the sofa. The flunkey left the room and she said ina 
hesitating voice: ý 
‘I have done ... something ... very wrong ... you will 
be angry with me ... and so will your grandmother” | 
“Will you not sit down?’ Lord Melburne asked. 
Clarinda ignored the sofa he indicated and sank dos n 
on the hearthrug. He settled himself in a winged arm- 
chair, looking exceedingly elegant as he sat watching her. 
The flickering flames of the newly lit fire glinted on 
her hair, making it seem as if there were little tongues of 
fire flickering over her bent head. Her shimmering green 
dress billowed out around her and her bare shoulders were 
very white in the light of the candles in their silver 
Sconces, 7 
“What have you done?” Lord Melbume asked, and 
his voice was kind. | 
have ... insulted the ... Duke of ... Ki 
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Clarinda replied. ‘It was ... wrong of me and I should 
not have behaved in such a ... reprehensible manner ... 
but I warned you that you would ... never make a... 
fashionable lady out of . . . me.’ 

‘How did you insult him?’ Lord Melburne asked. 

‘I hardly like to ... tell you,’ Clarinda said, ‘for your 
grandmother only today told me how important he is. 
She is very impressed by ... His Grace and she was sọ 
delighted that last night he asked me to dance. Now I have 

.. offended him and he may tell the Prince how ... 
badly I behaved. I am sure I shall never be ... asked to 
... Carlton House again.’ 

‘Would that worry you very much?’ Lord Melburne 
enquired. 

‘I suppose not,’ Clarinda answered. ‘But it would upset 
your grandmother, who has been so ... kind to me, and 
it might be ... uncomfortable for ... you.’ 

“What have you done?’ Lord Melburne asked again. 

Then, before Clarinda could reply, he said: 

‘Start at the beginning. Did the Duke ask you to 
dance?’ 

Clarinda nodded. 

“Yes, she replied. ‘I danced with several other Gentle- 
men and I saw that His Grace was standing at the side of 
the Ballroom watching me. Then he came up and insisted 
that it was his dance, although in fact I had promised it 
to someone else.’ 

‘I am sure His Grace was very persuasive,’ Lord Mel- 
burne remarked in a sarcastic voice. 

‘He was not persuasive, just overbearing,’ Clarinda cor- 
rected. “He seemed to assume it was his right to dance 
with me.’ 

“So you danced with him,’ Lord Melburne prompted. 

‘I did not have very much choice in the matter,’ 
Clarinda replied. ‘He took me almost forcibly onto the 
floor. It was very hot and overcrowded, and when he 
stopped dancing I was glad.’ 

‘So you walked in the garden, Lord Melburne said as 
if he knew the inevitable end of the story. 

Clarinda nodded again. She was looking into the flames, 
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her head bowed. There was a silence, and after A moment | 
Lord Melburne said: a É 
What happened?” do 
Because she was embarrassed, Clarinda stamme: od ia S 
she answered : w 
‘He tried to k.kiss me ... and when I p. protested 
he did not seem to h. hear me, so I ran ... away.’ a re 
She paused for a moment before she went on: aa 
‘H . He ran after me ... I do not know why ... it wa: 8 
Ss. stupid of me, but I was f. frightened. He was 
I thought he was going to c. catch me ... and then 
into one of the b. buffets. You know how they s ed 
out into the garden. There did not seem to be ane DEO} one 
there ... and I thought he might s. seize hold of me and . 
drag me . . away, so I ...’ Her voice died away. 
‘What did you do?’ Lord Melburne -asked. A 
‘I picked up a... bowl of fruit .. . salad,’ Clarinda s si 
miserably, ‘and threw i it... over him.’ 
There was a moment’s silence before Lord Melbu Dur 
put back his head and laughed aloud. 
“Always the unexpected where you are conce m 
Clarinda!’ he exclaimed. ‘If only I could have seen ] 
Grace’s face!’ 
Clarinda looked at him for the first time. 
“You are not... angry?” she asked. 
“Not in the slightest,’ Lord Melburne replied. ‘ e 
served it.’ 
‘But your ... grandmother?’ 
‘I very much doubt whether Grandmama or an yone -i 
will know what happened unless you tell them,’ Lord M 
burne said. “No man likes to look a fool, and His | Gra 
is very conscious of his dignity.’ 
“Supposing he ... tells the Prince?’ Clarinda asked, 
“He will not, Lord Melburne replied. ‘I am absoluteh 
convinced, Clarinda, that he will say nothing about th 
to anyone. He would look too foolish. No man is a ci hi ? 
best covered in fruit salad!’ | 
Clarinda gave a deep sigh. 
‘I hope you are ... right,’ she said, ‘I have been fe eC ling | 
so ... ashamed of myself. It is my terrible temper. ` You 
know how I say and do anything ... when I am a gry.’ 
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‘I do indeed!’ Lord Melburne remarked meaningly, 
and she blushed. 

For a few moments he sat watching her before he asked :' 

‘Did you have any more adventures tonight?’ 

‘Lord Carloss offered for me,’ she replied in a low 
yoice. ‘I told him to come and see you tomorrow.’ 

‘Johnny Carloss!’ Lord Melburne said. “He is a decent 
chap, a sportsman, and exceeding warm in the 
He is certainly not concerned with your money. Are 
you interested in him?’ 

‘No,’ Clarinda replied. 

‘Why not?’ Lord Melburne enquired. 

‘He is too immature,’ she answered. 

‘I beg your pardon!’ Lord Melburne exclaimed in sur- 


se. 
PrI said,’ Clarinda repeated, ‘that he is too immature.’ 

‘Do you know the meaning of the word?’ Lord Mel- 
burne enquired. “John Carloss is twenty-seven if he is a 
day. You are—I think—just nineteen!’ 

‘I am sorry if it seems to you that I am being pre- 
sumptuous,’ Clarinda replied, ‘but His Lordship admitted 
to me that he never reads a book from one year’s end 
to another. You think of him as a sportsman, but although 
I am sure he tools his horses well, he would have no idea 
of what to do if one of them strained a fetlock. 

‘He has never studied the breeding of his race-horses, 
he only knows whether they win or lose. And although he 
goes frequently to Newmarket, he had no idea until I told 
him that the racecourse was started in the reign of 
Charles II. 

‘Do you think a knowledge of those things is important 
in a husband?’ Lord Melburne asked, his eyes twinkling. 

‘Surely if one is married one sometimes has intelligent 
conversations?’ Clarinda replied. 

‘Grandmother was afraid that you were a female with 
a brain-box,’ Lord Melburne said. ‘I am beginning to 
think she was right.’ 

‘I cannot help the way I was brought up,’ Clarinda 
replied hotly. 

‘Would it be impertinent to ask how you were edu- 
cated?’ Lord Melburne enquired. 
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‘My father, or rather, Lawrence Vernon, whose. name 
bear, was a scholar,’ she answered. TEA 
‘I had no idea,’ Lord Melburne remarked. = 
“He thought only of his books, which was why we were 
so poor,’ Clarinda explained. ‘He was determined thz a 
I should be well read. I had studied most of the cl ssics 
by the time I was twelve, I could repeat all the great 
speeches in Shakespeare's plays by heart, and by the | 
time I was fifteen when Papa was killed, I was quite p o- | 
ficient in Latin and Greek.’ R 
ʻA boy’s education, in fact, Lord Melburne said. | 
‘Exactly,’ Clarinda agreed. ‘And as he had no son, Papa 
also taught me to ride and shoot.’ s 
‘To shoot!” Lord Melburne exclaimed. a 
She glanced up at him with laughter in her eyes. 
‘I have often thought I would like to challenge Your 
Lordship in the Snipe bog at the Priory,’ she said. | 
‘I accept your challenge,’ he replied promptly, ‘and we 
will have a return match where the wild ducks fly in the 
north-west corner of Melburne.’ a 
‘I often went partridge shooting with Sir Roderick’ 
Clarinda said, ‘and last time we were out I got fifteen 
brace to his... 
She stopped. K 
‘I have no wish to boast, My Lord,’ she exclaimed, ‘ij 
might shorten the odds against me!’ 
Lord Melburne laughed. Then he said: 4 
‘In shooting, at least, you would find a companionship 
with quite a lot of the men who have offered for you. But | 
you were telling me about your education—what happened 
after you were fifteen?’ a 
‘Uncle Roderick was interested in very different th ings 
from Papa,’ Clarinda said. ‘I think I know every detail 
of every campaign that Marlborough fought, and becaus 
he was so interested in wars I read to him nearly all 
the books we could find in French on that subject. We 
also covered the history of France and of course every- 
thing we could glean about N apoleon himself,’ a 
She gave an exasperated sigh. i 4 
‘I suppose you will think it regrettable that I can speak 
a 
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German and can follow Italian operas without transla- 

. ?’ 
ae AE would be horrified!’ Lord Melburne 
ejaculated. i l . 

‘It is not fair,’ Clarinda complained. ‘She is proud 
enough of you!’ 

‘What do you mean?’ he asked. 

‘She does not mind your having a brain,’ Clarinda said 
resentfully. 

‘How do you know I have one?’ he enquired. 

“You got a degree at Oxford, Clarinda replied, 
‘and when I sat next to General Sir David Dundas at din- 
ner the other night he told me that if you had not left the 
Army, he was quite convinced that with your genius for 
tactics you had every chance of eventually becoming Com- 
mander-in-Chief.’ 

‘Sir David was flattering me,’ Lord Melburne demurred. 

‘Have you not thought,’ Clarinda said suddenly, ‘that 
the reason you get so bored with all the lovely ladies with 
whom gossip links you is that they are so incredibly empty- 
headed?’ 

“Who said I was bored?’ Lord Melburne asked sharply. 

Clarinda laughed. i 

‘Do you imagine that it is not common knowledge? 
she enquired. ‘Why, they have bets below the stairs as to 
how long your latest “bit o’ muslin” will last! The knife 
boy won the last pool because no one else imagined it 
would be over within a month.’ 

‘Clarinda!’ Lord Melburne ejaculated in a voice of 
thunder. “How dare you repeat the servants’ tattle! And 
you should not even know the expression—“bit o” mus- 
lin”, let alone speak of it.” 

“But it is true that you are bored! And it is not only 
because I have listened to servants’ gossip that I “know 
about it. When we were at the Opera the other night— 
you know how there is only a curtain dividing some of 
the boxes I heard two Gentlemen talking. One of them 
said : 

‘“That is the little love-bird who interests me—the 
third from the right, the dark one, with green eyes.” 

“The other man replied: 
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‘“You will have to hurry, Harry, I saw Buck Melburne | 
talking to her last night.” 

* “Damme,” the first man exclaimed. “He always pips — 
me at the post. He took Liane away from me. I swore I 
would get even with him for that.” 

““He is never interested for long,” the other man said. 
“And I find that quite useful, Harry, not being as deep 
in the pocket as you and Buck. The ‘lady-birds’ are so 
distressed when Buck gets bored with them at being pro- 
pelled back into circulation so quickly, that poor men like 
myself can pick them up at bargain prices!” ?’ i 

‘Clarinda!’ Lord Melburne said in an even angrier tone. 
PE your extensive education ever include a good spank- 
ing?’ | 

‘Papa always said, Clarinda replied demurely, “that a | 
man who had to use brute force instead of reason was a 
nitwit.’ 

“Nitwit or not,” Lord Melburne said grimly, ‘if you drive 
me too far you will be sorry!” a 

She glanced up at him, saw the squareness of his chin. 
and the anger smouldering in his eyes and capitulated. s 

‘I have had a shaking from you, My Lord,’ she said in 
a low voice. ‘I have no wish for another!’ 

Then suddenly the blood rose in her cheeks as she re- 
membered what had happened after he had shaken her. 

“Then do not listen to such conversations, Lord Mel- 
burne said reprovingly and in the tone of a man who is. 
tried almost beyond endurance. | E 

‘How can I help it?” Clarinda asked. “What you really 
mean is that I should not repeat them to you!’ 

“No. I do not mean that!’ Lord Melburne contradicted 
her fiercely. ‘I want you to be frank with me. What I would 
really dislike is if you were to lie to me. Somehow, 
Clarinda, I feel you would not do that.’ 

‘Of course I would not!’ she retorted. ‘Why should I?’ 

“No reason at all. I trust you to tell me the truth,’ he | 
replied. ‘But damn it all, you should not hear talk of lady- 
birds and such like. You are an innocent débutante!’ 

‘A reluctant one, as you well know,’ Clarinda retorted. 
“But do not let us talk about me, we were talking about 
you and why you get bored so easily.’ 
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‘I will not discuss anything you learnt by eavesdrop- 
ping,’ Lord Melburne said crushingly. 

‘But you are often bored, are you not, My Lord?’ 
Clarinda insisted, “and I am not surprised. You were right 
about one thing: I find the social world far more fascinat- 
ing and amusing than I expected. But I am convinced 
that a great number of the people in it are excessively 
stupid.’ 

You sound as if you were as old and wise as Methu- 
selah, Lord Melburne said, and almost despite himself 
there was an amused twinkle in his eyes. 

‘Sometimes I feel I am,’ Clarinda replied. ‘I was watch- 
ing a young man gaming the other night. He had won a 
small fortune and the mathematical chances against his 
continuing to win must have been astronomical. Yet he 
stayed at the table, playing and playing until he had lost 
the lot. Do you not think that was ridiculously foolish?’ 

ʻI am worried about you, Clarinda,’ Lord Melburne 
said. ‘If you continue to be so critical, how shall Grand- 
mama and I ever find a husband to please you?’ 

There was a pause before Clarinda asked in a very 
small voice: 

‘You would not ... make me marry anyone I did not 
like?” 

‘Of course not!’ Lord Melburne replied positively. 
‘I would never force any man upon you!’ 

‘Then I will be brave and tell you that however im- 
portant socially a Gentleman might be, I would never 
marry unless I were in love.’ 

‘Do you know what love is?’ Lord Melburne asked. 

‘No,’ she answered. ‘Do you?’ 

She looked up at him with a hint of mischief in her 
eyes, as if once again she were deliberately trying to pro- 
voke him. But there was an expression in his grey eyes 
which made her suddenly become very still. 

They looked at each other, the firelight flickering on 
their faces, and it seemed to Clarinda that something she 
had never known before passed between them. Something 
which awoke a strange feeling deep within her heart. It 
was Ou thrilling, and it made it hard for her to 
breathe. | 
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‘Clarinda,’ Lord Melburne asked very softly, ‘do you 
not think that we could be friends?’ 

For a moment she went on looking at him, her dark blue 
eyes very wide in her little heart-shaped face, the firelight 
glimmering on her hair, her lips parted. Then, it seemed 
almost an effort, she looked away from him. 

‘No! No!’ she cried. ‘There is ... something which 
stops ... me, which will always ... stop me, and you 
know what i it is.’ 

‘Jessica Tansley? Lord Melburne said almost beneath 
his breath. 

“Yes ... Jessica,’ Clarinda whispered. 

Then, before he could move, she had risen and 
swiftly as a frightened fawn from the room. 
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‘I thought we were to drive in the Park this afternoon,’ 
Clarinda said to the Dowager, as they set off in an open 
carriage from Berkeley Square. 

“That is what I had intended,’ the Dowager replied. 
‘but I had a note this morning from the Duchess of 
Devonshire asking us to tea this afternoon. Her Grace 
was so pressing that I thought it would be discourteous 
not to accept her hospitality.’ 

‘I am delighted you did,’ Clarinda answered, ‘I am look- 
ing forward to seeing Devonshire House. 

“You will find it a page out of history,” the Dowas 
replied. “The Devonshires have played their part in his 
country’s affairs for so many generations that the House 
has become the focal point of every important a ! 
and national event. | 

‘I noticed the Duchess at Carlton House,’ Clarinda s 
‘She is very beautiful.’ 

‘And a compulsive gambler,’ the Dowager said in a 
dry voice. 

‘I wonder what makes people gamble so feveriahiyal 
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Clarinda remarked almost to herself, then 
‘I know the answer—it is because they 
She thought of Lord Melburne as she 

membered their conversation last night. 

unexpectedly kind, she thought. She had expected 

to be incensed with her, but instead he had been under- 

standing and even amused. 

At the same time, Clarinda could not help hoping that 
the Dowager would not hear of the escapade. She would 
certainly not think it funny that the Duke of Kingston 
had been treated in such a cavalier fashion. 

Besides, Clarinda thought, nervously, if the Dowager 
heard that His Grace had tried to kiss her, she would 
feel it was another step forward in her ambition that he 
should declare his suit. 

‘Who do you think will be at tea with the Duchess?’ 
Clarinda asked, anxious not to pursue the trend of her 
own thoughts. 

‘I have no ‘idea, the Dowager replied. “Were you hop- 
ing to meet anyone in particular 

She looked at Clarinda with shrewd eyes as she asked 
the question, and Clarinda bit back an impulse to say 
there was no one she particularly wanted to meet but there 
was one person she had no wish to see again, and that was 
the Duke of Kingston. 

It was a very short distance from Melburne House to 
the Devonshires’ magnificent residence in Piccadilly. The 
horses turned in at the great wrought-iron, gold-tipped 
gates and drew up at the porticoed front door. 

‘It appears to be quite a small party,’ the Dowager said 
looking around for other carriages as she stepped out of 
her own. 

Clarinda did not answer. She was already awestruck 
as they entered the Hall by the huge curving staircase 
which divided into two wings at a landing where there 
stood a gigantic marble statue. 

There were over-sized portraits of the Devonshires, each 
member of the family appearing, according to their sex, 
more handsome or more beautiful than the last, and when 
Clarinda and the Dowager had ascended the staircase they 
entered the exquisitely furnished Salon overlooking the 
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garden where the Duchess was receiving her friends. 


With her red-gold hair, her pink and white complexion 
and chiselled features, Georgina, Duchess of Devonshire, 
was even lovelier than the many portraits which had | 


already immortalised her for posterity. 

Holding out her hands to the Dowager she moved for- 
ward with indescribable grace and kissed the older woman 
on both cheeks. 


‘I am so delighted you could come, Ma’am,’ she said | 
effusively. “And I have been looking forward to meeting | 


the most talked of débutante of the season—your grand- 
son's Ward. 

She held out her hand to Clarinda, who sank down in 
a deep curtsey. 

‘Come and tell me how much you enjoy being a suc- 


cess,’ she said beguilingly, and Clarinda thought she had 


never seen more expressive eyes in any woman. 


There were a number of distinguished personages pre- 
sent to whom the Duchess presented Clarinda. Then, turn- 
ing to a tall good-looking young man, whom she had 


introduced as ‘my husband’s nephew’, she said: 


“George, do take Miss Vernon and show her the garden. 


I am convinced she would be more interested in seeing 


the flowers, which are really lovely this year, than in 
listening to the scandalous gossip in which we old cronies 
are determined to indulge.’ 

Clarinda could not help smiling at the Duchess des- 
cribing herself as old. She looked so vividly alive, so youth- 
ful with her flashing smile and quick movements that it 


was impossible to think of her as anything but a young 


l 


whose features were clearly those of a Cavendish, down 
the staircase and out into the garden. 

“Are you enjoying yourself in London?” he asked con- 
ventionally. 

“Very much indeed,’ Clarinda replied, ‘but I would not 
like to live in a city all the year round. I miss the freedom 
of the country; the chance of galloping a horse without 


feeling—as one does in the Park—a fear of offending the a 
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But Clarinda was far too shy to express such senti- 
ments and obediently she followed the young gentleman 





conventions; and of course the peace of a garden, and 
meadows and fields.’ 

‘In which case, you are very unusual,’ he said. ‘Most 
females have an insatiable desire for the Balls, the parties, 
the excitement of London; but personally I agree with 
you—a little is enough!’ 

They both laughed, as if he had said something rather 
funny. Then, looking around at the flower beds ablaze 
with blossom, the yew trees elegantly fashioned by topiary 
work, the green lawns smooth as plush, the great oak and 
lime trees, Clarinda exclaimed: 

‘One might be in the country here!’ 

As she spoke she pulled her glove from her right hand 
to touch the velvety petal of a white rose. 

‘It is indeed an oasis in the turmoil of a city which is 
growing bigger year by year,’ Mr. Cavendish smiled. ‘I 
often feel that there will soon be no room for gardens 
unless one drives miles to find them.’ 

‘It would be tragic,’ Clarinda said, ‘if the great man- 
sions like Devonshire House—of which I have seen so 
many since I have been in London—should disappear. 
They have a grandeur and elegance which is all their own.’ 

‘I see you have a feeling for such things,’ Mr. Caven- 
dish said earnestly. “Would you allow me, Miss Vernon, 
acs, 

What he was about to say Clarinda never knew, for 
at that moment she heard a step behind them. She turned 
round, then started wide-eyed and apprehensive. It was 
the Duke of Kingston who stood there, looking, Clarinda 
thought nervously, larger and more overpowering than 
ever. 

He was immaculately dressed but his face was rather 
pink as if he had been hurrying. When he had bowed to 
Clarinda he put a hand on Mr. Cavendish’s shoulder. 

“Your aunt is asking for you, dear boy,’ he said. ‘She 
asked me to tell you that she required your presence im- 
mediately in the Salon.’ 

‘I thank you, Your Grace. I will go to her at once,’ Mr. 
Cavendish replied. 

He bowed to Clarinda. She saw the expression in his 
eyes and knew that he told her wordlessly how disappointed 
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he was that they could no longer continue to converse. 
“Your servant, Miss Vernon,” he said politely. 


Then he was walking away across the green lawn, leav- 


ing her alone with the Duke. 
“This has all been arranged, she thought, and looked 


up at him nervously. 
‘I a 


think ... I owe... Your Grace ... an apology...’ — 
she began, but before she could say more he reached | 


out and took her ungloved hand in his. 
‘You have spirit,’ he boomed in his rather loud voice, 


‘and I like women with spirit. I should be angry with you 
for serving me such a scully trick at Carlton House last | 


night! But you captivated me from the moment I first 


saw you and now it would be impossible for me to do | 


anything but love you.’ 


‘Please ... Your Grace,’ Clarinda pleaded shyly, try- 


ing to take her hand away from him. 


“You are entrancing!’ the Duke said. ‘I cannot kiss you — 


here because it is too public, but I will talk to the Dowager 


Marchioness and arrange that she brings you to dinner at 


my house tonight.’ 


‘It is not ... possible. I am ... sure we have another © 


... engagement!’ Clarinda cried, feeling that somehow he 
was overpowering her, sapping her resistance in an in- 
explicable manner, making her feel weak and defenceless. 

‘We have a lot of plans to make—you and I, Clarinda,’ 


the Duke smiled. ‘I have already spoken to the Prince and | 


he says that the second of July will suit him, before he 
goes to Brighthelmstone. Can you be ready by then? I 
promise you I shall be a very impatient bridegroom.’ 

‘I do not ... know what you are ... saying,’ i 
protested desperately. 


‘I am talking about our wedding,’ the Duke replied. 


‘It will be a very grand affair, Clarinda. The Queen will 
be present, also the King if His Majesty’s health permits, 
and naturally the Prince will be my Best Man.’ 


‘Our w. wedding!’ Clarinda exclaimed breathlessly. “I 


am ... afraid, Your G. Grace ... that you must d. dis- 
cuss this with ... my Guardian ... Lord Melburne.’ 


‘You are being very conventional, my dear,” the Duke | 
“said, “and I like you for it. It is what I would wish my 
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wife to be. But I can assure you that I can be conven- 
tional too! I have already spoken to Lord Melburne and 
he has given his permission to our marriage.’ 

"He. ss ... given his ... permission!’ Clarinda 
found that she could hardly enunciate the words. 

“But of course! Now there are no obstacles in our path, 
so let us make our plans accordingly, for, as I have already 
told you, I am impatient—very impatient—to hold you 
in my arms.’ 

‘I c. cannot ... I cannot ... believe ...’ Clarinda be- 
gan, stammering in her agitation. 

‘That I love you,’ he interrupted. ‘My dearest, it is the 
truth. I fell in love with you at first sight.’ 

‘But ... I cannot ...’ Clarinda tried to say. 

‘And now that you have promised to marry me,’ the 
Duke continued, ‘I am returning immediately to Berkeley 
Square to tell your Guardian that the ceremony will take 
place on the second of July and that you must be ready by 
then; for even if His Royal Highness had not approved 
the date, I could have waited no longer.’ 

He raised Clarinda’s hand, which he had held in his 
while he spoke, to his lips, and she felt his mouth hot, 
a and somehow greedy, on the softness of her 

in. 

With a little cry, like that of a captured animal, Clarinda 
wrenched herself free of him and turning ran away 
across the garden. 

He watched her go with a smile on his lips. 

‘So young, so unspoilt,’ he said aloud. ‘It will be a 
pleasure to conquer her,’ and as if Clarinda’s shyness had 
excited him, he walked slowly back to the house looking 
very pleased with himself. 

Clarinda reached the front door and realised that Lord 
ae carriage Es not there. She knew that the 
coachman, expecting them to stay very much longer, would 
be walking the horses, and, refusing a flunkey's suggestion 
that he should call her a hackney cab, she said quickly: 

‘I will walk.’ 

Ignoring the expression of astonishment on the ser- 
vant's face, she moved quickly across the courtyard and 
into Piccadilly. | 
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As soon as she had turned a few moments later into 


Berkeley Street, she started to run. Picking up the front 


of her gown, regardless of curious looks from the passers- 
by, she sped as quickly as she could down the long Street 
into Berkeley Square. 

It only took her five minutes to reach Melburne House, 
and the door was opened by a footman even as she put her 
hand up towards the knocker. 

She swept past him, saw the Major-domo who was 
standing in the Hall looking at her in surprise, and 
with difficulty : 

‘His ... Lordship ...is he .. . here?’ 

‘I believe His Lordship is in the Library, Miss,’ the 
Major-domo replied, and Clarinda, without waiting for 
a flunkey to precede her, ran down the Hall and flung open 
the Library door. 

She slammed it to behind her and stood leaning against 
the polished mahogany, panting from the speed at which 
she had hastened. 

Her bonnet had fallen back and was caught only by 
the ribbons round her throat. Her hair had become dis- 
hevelled in the wind and rioted in soft curls round her 
forehead. Her cheeks were flushed. The laces at her breast 
rose and fell tumultuously. 

Lord Melburne had been sitting at his desk writing. He 
stared at Clarinda with raised eyebrows and then rose 
slowly to his feet. But before he could speak, Clarinda 
cried, her breath coming in broken gasps: 

‘You ... lied to... me! You have ... broken your... 
promise. I did not ... believe ... you could be so .,. 
despicable ... so two-faced ... after what you said ... 
last night ... But you ... lied ... and now he is coming 
here ... he is on his... way ... I swear to you ... I will 
... not do... it... whatever you may ... say to... me 
... 1 will not ... I will not marry ... him!’ 

She paused for lack of breath and Lord Melburne, 
staring at her in astonishment, said slowly in his most 
uncompromising voice: 

‘May I enquire the reason for this incomprehensible 
flapdoodle ?’ | 

‘He is ... coming to ... you now,’ Clarinda reiterated. 
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‘He has it... all... arranged ... for the second of July 
_,. but I will not ... marry ... him! Do you hear me? 
I will not... marry him! If you ... dragged me up... 
the aisle ... I swear... I will still say “No” when I reach 
_, . the altar steps.’ 

‘Would you kindly enlighten me as to who is on his way 
here?’ Lord Melburne asked. 

‘As if ... you did not know’... the answer!’ Clarinda 
said scornfully. ‘It is the ... Duke of Kingston and ... 
His Grace should be ... here at any ... second!’ 

Lord Melburne crossed the room with unhurried dig- 
nity to pull the bell. Almost immediately the door was 
opened behind Clarinda and the Major-domo stood there. 

‘If anyone should call,’ Lord.Melburne said, ‘I am not 
at home and you are not expecting me to return until after 
six of the clock.’ 

‘Very good, M’Lord.’ 

The door was shut again. 

“You look extremely dishevelled, Clarinda,’ Lord Mel- 
burne said coldly. ‘Perhaps you would wish to tidy your- 
self before we continue our conversation.’ 

Clarinda reached up her hands, tugged at the ribbons 
of her bonnet, then flung the expensive head-gear onto the 
floor. 

‘No!’ she answered angrily. ‘My appearance is ... not 
of the least ... consequence. I wish to know ... why 
should you should break ... your promise to me within 
a few hours of ... making it. Why you should try to... 
marry me to a man whom I do not even ... like, and 
who . . . frightens me.’ 

She was now not quite so breathless but her words still 
came jerkily between her lips, and Lord Melburne, going 
to the grog-tray, poured out a glass of lemonade. 

‘Suppose you sit down,’ he said quietly, ‘and let us dis- 
cuss this in a civilised manner.’ 

‘I will not ... marry him ... I will ... not,’ Clarinda 
said through gritted teeth. 

She took the glass of lemonade from Lord Melburne’s 
hands and sipped it thirstily. 

‘Would it be indiscreet,’ he asked with a slight twinkle 
in his eye, ‘to ask why you are so out of breath? Can it be 
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that you have run all the way from Devonshire House?” 
T had ... to arrive .. before His ... Grace Clarinda 
explained. É 
‘I always thought that the Duke overestimated the per- 
formance of his horseflesh,’ Lord Melburne remarked 


‘Do not ... laugh at me!” Clarinda cried furiously. 
“You deceived me by ... promising that you would never 
... force any ... man on me... i 



















Clarinda looked up at him, her eyes suspicious. 

“But His Grace ... told me that you ... had ... he 
has just... said so!” 

‘I gave His Grace permission to ask for your hand in 
marriage,’ Lord Melburne corrected her. ‘That I could 
not refuse, Clarinda. He is, as you know, completely eli- 
gible and it is not in my power to forbid anyone without 
reason to approach you as a prospective bridegroom. But 
you have complete freedom to accept or refuse any offer 
you receive.’ 

“But he ... told me ...’ Clarinda began. 

“The Duke is, not surprisingly, a very conceited man; 
Lord Melburne said quietly. ‘It would never enter his head 
that any woman, especially someone as comparatively un- 
important as yourself, Clarinda, would refuse him. 

“Then I do not ... have to marry ... him? Clarinda 
asked in a very small voice. E 

“Not as far as I am concerned,’ Lord Melburne replied, 

“Then will ... you tell him ... so?’ Clarinda asked, 
‘for I know His Grace will not ... listen to ... me 

‘If you empower me to refuse the Duke’s suit. I shall. 
do so,’ Lord Melburne said, ‘although I feel sure that even 
from my lips he will find it very hard to credit.’ 

Clarinda put down the glass of lemonade she held on a. 
table beside her and put her hands up to her hair. 

‘I know I should not have... run away from ... Devon-. 
shire House,’ she said humbly. ‘Your grandmother will 
be ... incensed with me, but I was so... frightened.’ 

“and so angry with me,’ Lord Melburne added. 
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ʻI thought you had .. . betrayed me.’ 

‘Did you really think I would make you marry that 
blustering wind-bag!’ Lord Melburne exclaimed.  ~ 

She stared at him wide-eyed. 

‘I thought that .. . like your grandmother you . . . wanted 
me to make an . . . important marriage.’ 

‘I want you to be happy,’ Lord Melburne replied, ‘but 
I should not be doing my duty as your Guardian, Clarinda, 
if I did not point out to you the advantages of such a union.’ 

It seemed to Clarinda that he already regretted the be- 
littling manner in which spontaneously he had spoken 
about the Duke. Now he walked across the room and back 
again before he said: 

‘Do you really understand what you are refusing, be- 
‘sides the man himself? You would have a unique position 
in society, Clarinda. You would have the nearest place to 
Royalty that a commoner can hold. You would be im- 
mensely rich; envied, féted, admired wherever you might 
go. There is not, I believe, a girl in the whole length and 
breadth of this country who would not jump at the chance 
to marry His Grace of Kingston.’ 

‘But I do not... love him,’ Clarinda said in a low voice. 

‘And you think that matters more than anything else?’ 
Lord Melburne asked. 

She saw he was looking at her searchingly, with those 
penetrating grey eyes, which made her feel always that he 
looked deep into the heart of a person, seeking for some- 
thing that was not apparent on the surface—looking, as it 
were, into their very heart and soul. ‘ 

‘I could not ... let him ... touch me,’ she whispered 
and shivered. j 

‘Then on your behalf I will refuse His Grace’s kind 
offer,” Lord Melburne said firmly. ‘Do not perturb your- 
self, Clarinda. I promise you he will not worry you again.’ 

‘But your ... grandmother,’ Clarinda faltered. 

‘I will also deal with Grandmama,’ Lord Melburne 
said. ‘She also wants you to be happy, Clarinda. Unfortun- 
ately, like most of her generation, she is more concerned 
that a marriage should be advantageous from a worldly 
point of view than that one should know the joys of loving 
and being loved.’ 
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Clarinda drew a deep breath, as if her relief at what 
Lord Melburne was Saying was inexpressible. Then sh 4 
looked up at him with a little smile and said softly: 

‘Iam... sorry.’ 

‘For what?’ he enquired. 

‘For being rude,’ she answered. ‘It seems I must always 
be apologising to you, My Lord, whenever we are alone 
together.’ 

“You had perhaps some provocation,’ he said. 

“That is generous of you,’ she answered. 

There was a silence, and because she knew he was look 
ing at her, she felt shy. Nervously she put up her hands 
to smooth her curls and to tidy the laces at her breast. 

She was suddenly very conscious of the silence which 
lay between them—a silence which was somehow preg- 
nant with a meaning which she could not understand, and 
because she was embarrassed she rushed hastily into speech 
without looking at him. <a 

‘I was thinking of you last night, My Lord.” 

“Of me?’ Lord Melburne enquired. | 

‘I was thinking of the things we talked about,’ Clarinda 
said. ‘Most of all ... of your ... boredom.’ 

“You are making it quite a personal problem.” 

‘I was thinking,’ Clarinda went on, ‘that while I have 
to hide away the fact that I have a brain of some sort, 
you have no reason to be ashamed of yours; and so there. 
are many things you could do which would keep you both 
occupied and interested.” | 

“At the moment I am finding you almost a full-time 7 
occupation,’ he said. | 

Clarinda frowned. 

‘I am speaking seriously, My Lord.’ 

‘I beg your pardon if I sound frivolous,’ he replied, 
“but it happens to be a fact,’ | 

‘I am thinking of your life in general, Clarinda said. 
“You know as well as I do that if I engage some of your 
time now, it is only for a short period. Soon I shall have 
left ana and returned to the country. Then what will 
you do?’ 


“What I have done before, I imagine,’ he answered. 
‘Amuse myself,’ 
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‘And yet you were not really amused,’ she said. ‘That 
is what causes me concern.” 
‘I am deeply grateful for this most flattering attention 
on your part,’ Lord Melburne said with mock humility. 
‘Oh, do not be so irritating!’ she re at ae 
t see I am trying to help you? I have considere 
our problem and found, if you would like to hear them, 
least one or two solutions.” ; 
= foid Melburne sat down in the chair opposite her with 
a twinkle at the back of his eyes. His voice was, however, 
ite serious as he said : : s 
E apoi again if I sounded frivolous. I am in fact 
extremely curious as to what remedy you would prescribe 
for an occasional outburst of irrepressible boredom. 
‘Well, I was thinking first,’ Clarinda answered, “of all 
things you could do at Melburne.” : 
AAt Mebane) His Lordship enquired with raised eye- 
brows. ‘Surely you are not suggesting I should rebuild 
the house after my father has already done it so extrava- 
gantly? Or do you consider that Foster is not carrying out 
his duties satisfactorily?’ ` \ 
‘I am sure that Major Foster is a very good Agent, 
Clarinda replied, ‘but he is merely carrying on the Estate 
in the same, well-conducted way that it was run in your 
father’s time. He would never attempt anything revolu- 
tionary without your permission or indeed, I am convinced, 
ithout your inspiration.” 
asa di innovations would you suggest I propose?” 
d Melburne asked. 

a seemed to Clarinda that there was something almost 
hostile in his tone as if he resented her finding fault with 
is Estate. f 
These, of course, are only my own ideas,’ she said 
tremulously. ‘I am quite sure Your Lordship will have 
ered E suggestions would you make?” Lord Mel- 
burne asked in the tone of voice of a man who thinks that 
the subject of discussion was not open to improvement. 

“Well, first of all,’ Clarinda said, looking away from 
him, ‘the High Wood in the north-west corner has passed 
its prime—it needs replanting. It covers over two hun- 
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dred acres but it would be quite easy for you to build a 
timber yard on the spot and make a short road down. 
to the highway. The granite pits are not far away and. 
that part of your Estate is badly in need of new cottages.’ 

There was a moment’s silence before Lord Melburne | 
asked : | 

“And what else?” | 

“Everyone of import I have spoken to since I came 
to London, Clarinda went on, “like General Sir David 
Dundes, seems convinced that the armistice is but an ex- 
cuse for Napoleòn to rearm. If the war is renewed this 
country will once again be badly in need of food. If you. 
cleared away the scrub from the land to the east of 
Coombes Bottom and drained the Marsh you could put 
nearly two thousand more acres into cultivation.’ 

‘How the devil do you know all this?’ Lord Melburne 
asked. ‘I apologise for my language, Clarinda, but you 
surprise me.’ 

‘I have always been interested in the Melburne Estate,’ 
Clarinda answered, ‘and I could not help comparing th 
improvements we were making every year with the un- 
changing conditions at Melburne. Uncle Roderick and q 
often thought your management was a trifle old-fashioned.’ 

“Well, you have certainly given me something to think 
about,’ Lord Melburne said sharply. ‘Anything else?’ s 

“You may not ... like this ... idea,’ Clarinda faltered, 
‘but I heard last year and the year before that all the races 
you won were either at Epsom or at Ascot. Have you ever 
thought that instead of keeping your horses at Newmarket, 
which is far further from London than Melburne, it would 
be more convenient and far cheaper for you to train at 
home? Besides, now you have Dingle's Ride you have a 
perfect gallop ready-made!’ | 

She looked directly at Lord Melburne for the first time 
since she had been speaking and saw by the expression — 
on his face that the last suggestion interested him. 

“You have given me much to consider, Clarinda,’ he 
said after a moment. 

‘I have not quite ... finished,’ she answered. 

“More for me to do?’ he enquired. 

“A great deal more if you wish it,’ she answered. You 
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are a Member of the House of Lords. Have you never 
thought how a Bill is urgently needed to prevent girls of 
thirteen and fourteen becoming prostitutes?’ 

Lord Melburne sat bolt upright. . 

“Who has been talking to you about such things?” he 


d. 
PNO i one,’ Clarinda answered. “But I have the use of my 
eyes. I see them standing in Piccadilly—miserable little 
creatures with painted faces, quite obviously attempting 
to attract the Gentlemen who pass them.’ a 

‘A Lady of sensibility would not notice such things, 
Lord Melburne said positively. 

‘No, but a Gentleman of sensibility should,’ she retorted. 
‘Something should be done about them, just as I am 
convinced that a law should be passed to prevent small 
climbing boys being forced to clean chimneys when they 
are often but five years old. à 

‘I saw one the other day and he had large burns on his 
feet and legs and his face was streaked with tears. I was 
ashamed that such cruelty should be permitted in any 

ivilised country.’ 
"Lot Melbume rose and walked across the room to the 
indow. 
wey ou are right, Clarinda,’ he said after a moment. ‘Of 
course you are right. But we have grown callous, or else 
most of us are just thoughtless. Would it please you if I 
talked to their Lordships on such matters,’ 

‘Perhaps nothing can be done,’ Clarinda answered, “but 
I cannot help feeling that men with brains like your- 
self, My Lord, should try to influence public opinion 
against some of the misery that one sees on every side 
in London. There is so much wealth, so much luxury, and 
in contrast a poverty and a cruelty which has horrified me 
ever since I have been here.’ VE 

‘I thought you were enjoying yourself, Clarinda. 

‘I am.’ she answered, “but although your grandmother 
would find it regrettable, I cannot help thinking at the 
same time.’ 

‘The brain-box, in fact,’ Lord Melburne remarked. 

‘Exactly,’ Clarinda agreed. 

She paced at the clock and rose to her feet. 
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“Her Ladyship will be returning at any minute, My. 
Lord, and I know that the Duke will have told her I ran 
away because he wished us to dine with him tonight. When 
she hears what you have to tell her she may be angry with 
me and will most certainly be disappointed. Will you try 
to make her understand?’ A 

‘I promise you that I will do my best,’ Lord Melburne 
said. ‘Do not worry, Clarinda. I am certain that Grand- 
mama, like myself, wants only one thing—your happiness.” 

There was a warmth in his voice that made Clarinda 
feel shy. 4 

“Thank you, My Lord,’ she said softly, ‘and once again. 
« » » please forgive me for being . . . rude.’ ] 

She went from the room without waiting for his answer, 
and when she was upstairs stayed for a moment with her. 
hands to her face, feeling a relief like the warmth of sun- 
shine steal over her. She knew now how afraid she hac j 
been of being forced to marry the Duke. 

Then she rang the bell for Rose. She had already learnt 
from the Duchess that tonight would be the last of the 
great Balls of the season. There would be a number of 
others, but the one given by the Earl and Countess of 
Hetherington at their mansion in Park Lane, would be, 
with the exception of Carlton House, the most glittering 
and the most important entertainment to which Society 
could be invited. 

The Dowager had chosen a special dress for Clarinda 
of white gauze. The frills which ornamented the hem were 
embroidered with turquoise beads. Turquoises also nestled 
in the lace which framed her shoulders, and were even | 
embroidered on her tiny white slippers. q 

‘I have a present for you,’ the Dowager said, when 
Clarinda went to her room rather apprehensively before . 
going downstairs to dinner. 

‘A present for me, Ma’am!’ Clarinda exclaimed. | 

She had expected to be greeted with reproaches. But 
at the Dowager's words she knew that Lord Melburne 
had smoothed her path and she was not going to be taken | 
to task for having refused the Duke. H 

‘A present I hope you will like,’ the Dowager said, and | 
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opening a case on her dressing-table, she held it out to 


arinda. 

Kee a black velvet background Clarinda saw a neck- 
Jace of turquoise and diamonds, a bracelet to match and 
small ear-rings fashioned in the shape of flowers. 

‘Oh, Ma’am, is this really for me?’ Clarinda exclaimed. 

‘I intended to give it to you the night of your own Ball,’ 
the Dowager said, “but then I thought it was far more suit- 
able for the gown you are to wear tonight and so I kept it 

til now.’ ; 

“Ob, thank you! Thank you!’ Clarinda exclaimed. ‘It 
is the loveliest thing I have ever seen and it is the first 
jewellery I have ever owned? - 

‘I am glad you are pleased, child,’ the Dowager smiled. 

‘How can I ever thank you for all you have done for 
me?’ Clarinda asked. “You have been so kind and I cannot 
tell you how happy it has made me to be with you. Some- 
times it is almost like having. Mama with me again.’ 

‘You could not say anything nicer,’ the Dowager said. 
‘Thank you, child. Now put on your jewellery and make 
yourself look even lovelier than you do already.’ 

Clarinda certainly looked gay and happy as she went 
downstairs to greet the guests the Dowager had invited 
to dine with them. She knew most of them already, and 
because she was in high spirits it seemed to her that there 
had never been a more amusing party since she first came 
to London. 

When dinner was over they all piled into the carriages 
waiting outside. Clarinda found herself travelling with 
the Dowager and noticed that she gave a little exclamation 
of pain as she sat down in the soft seat. í 

‘Is your leg hurting you again, Ma’am?’ she enquired. 

The Dowager nodded. 

‘I have been standing too much this past week, she 
said. ‘Do not worry about me, Clarinda, but if the pain 
gets worse I may slip away early. My grandson will bring 
you home.’ 

‘I will find you a chair as soon as we reach the ball- 
room,’ Clarinda murmured. 

Hetherington House in Park Lane was an old and 
rambling building which gave out a charm of its own. 
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other, the others each had their own band. 

It was entertaining to go from one to the other finding 
a different sort of dance to a different sort of music. It was 
a novelty which intrigued even the most spoilt and blasé. 

The difficulty at Hetherington House, Clarinda dis- 
covered, was to find one’s partner. The numerous rooms 
and winding corridors were so crowded that it was hard 
to move about. 

At the same time, Clarinda realised the floral decora- 
tions were unexpectedly lovely, and the Supper Room, 
decorated like a Moorish tent, was something whi 

never seen before. 

Her partner after supper had not yet found her and she 
was moving along a corridor alone, when she met Lady 
Romayne Ramsey who was looking, Clarinda thought, even 


did little to conceal her sinuous figure and her raven-black 
hair was a perfect background for an enormous tiara of 


the seduction of her eyes. J 
“Why, Miss Vernon, I was looking for you!’ she ex- 
claimed on seeing Clarinda. 1 
“Your Ladyship was looking for me!’ Clarinda asked 


She was sure that Lady Romayne had a dislike of her 
because the acknowledged beauty had pointedly ignored 
her ever since she had arrived at Melburne House. | 

“Yes, indeed,” Lady Romayne replied. “There is an old. 
friend of yours, Miss Vernon, who is anxious to renew 
your acquaintance. He knew you were in the Supper Room 
and asked me if I would be obliging enough to bring you 
to him. I was just on my way to find you.’ 

‘I do not think I have any old friends here,’ Clarinda 
said hesitatingly, wondering why Lady Romayne should 
appear so gushing, and feeling vaguely uncomfortable 
because she could not understand this sudden change of 
attitude. a 

‘Now you have become a success you must not forget _ 
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Lady Romayne said admonishingly, “for this friend o 
yours tells me that he met you in the country.’ 

Clarinda’s puzzled expression cleared. Of course, she 
knew who it was. It must be Julian! Julian Wilsdon come 
to London, perhaps on leave from the Army. 

She was surprised for a moment that he had asked Lady 
Romayne to find her, then thought that perhaps he was 
shy in such grand company. She remembered that he had 
met Lady Romayne ma y had talked at the Priory 

she had so oolishly ran away. 
wer think I ar ar whom you are speaking,’ Clarinda 

id with a smile. 
md thought you might guess,’ Lady Romayne replied, 
‘but it is supposed to be a surprise, so you must not ask me 
if your supposition is right or wrong. Come with me, I 

ill take you to him.’ 
uns Aide Clarinda by the hand as she spoke, and drew 
her out of the corridor and down a narrow passage which 
was marked ‘Private’. Clarinda thought that Lady 
Romayne must know the Earl and Countess of Hethering- 
ton well and therefore had permission, even at such a 
large party as this, to wander into their private apartments. 

The passage, obviously not supposed to be used, was 
unlit, but Lady Romayne seemed to know the way. At 
the end of it she opened a door and Clarinda had a quick 
glance at a small, cosy sitting-room such as might be used 

housekeeper or a governess. 
OY Thank de it ie kind of you to bring me here,’ she 
said to Lady Romayne, and entered the room. 

For a moment she thought it was empty. Then someone 
closed the door behind her and she heard the key turn in 
the lock. 

She swung round to become speechless with horror when 
she saw it was not Julian who stood smiling at her, but 
Sir Gerald Kegan. 


or ignore those you knew before you came to London,’ 
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Lady Romayne was not a particularly stupid woman, but s 

she was extremely conceited. 

This was not surprising because, having been fêted and 

acclaimed ever since she left the schoolroom, she had be- 

gun to believe that her beauty was a talisman which would 

procure her anything she wished for anywhere in the 
d. 


Having made up her mind to marry Lord Melburne 
she did not credit that his obvious reluctance to ask her to 
marry him was anything but a somewhat childish obstinacy 
which made him determined not to surrender his bachelor 
freedom until he was forced to do so. 

She knew that she attracted him physically and she was. 
convinced that eventually he would come to love her as: 
whole-heartedly and adoringly as all the other men who 
cast themselves at her feet beseeching her favours. i 

Because Lord Melburne was elusive he attracted her 
all the more, and she made up her mind that sooner or 
later he must succumb to the prompting of his heart and 
ask her to be his wife. 4 

She could in a way understand his reluctance to be tied 
to one woman. His philanderings, his love affairs, were 
public knowledge and Lady Romayne had no illusions 
about the difficulties she might have in keeping him faith- 
ful to her. 

At the same time she told herself, with a little shrug of 
her white shoulders, all that was of little consequence. 
Once they were married he would be fully occupied in 
keeping importunate suitors away from her, and if occa- 
sionally he glanced at another woman, she would still be 
the chatelaine of Melburne and the wife who bore his 
name, | | 
Lady Romayne had lived too long in the fashionable 
world to believe that love was anything more than an 
infatuation of the senses; she knew that the most important 
factor in marriage was to obtain the right sort of stability 
in terms of social position and wealth. 

Buck Melburne could give her all the things she still 
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craved for in life. She had money of her own, but although 
she was at the moment the rage of the young Bucks of St. 
James's, she was well aware that their acclaim would fade 
just as quickly as her looks. She wanted to be sure that her 
husband had both dignity and an unassailable standing in 
the social world. 

She had, it was true, been perturbed at the news 
Nicholas Vernon had brought her of Lord Melburne’s be- 
trothal to an unknown girl. But when she saw Clarinda 
she was immediately convinced that there must be some 
secret reason for this mystifying and unexplained situa- 

on. 
K When nothing more was heard of marriage and Lord 
Melburne became Clarinda’s Guardian, Lady Romayne 
told herself that the whole arrangement had something to 
do with the Priory Estate being adjacent to Melburne, and 
Buck’s interest in this country wench could be simply 
accounted for by the word ‘duty’. 

Lady Romayne, it was true, was extremely piqued when 
Clarinda became a success overnight and was talked of as 
‘the most beautiful débutante of the Season’. But her in- 
formants, and Lady Romayne had many, told her how little 
interest Lord Melburne showed in his Ward: never danc- 
ing with her at the Balls; never driving her in his High 
Perch Phaeton; never being seen having the kind of in- 
timate conversation of which Lady Romayne would have at 
once become suspicious. 

There was also talk of his being interested in a new 
‘bit o’ muslin’ in the Corps de Ballet and of dining twice 
in one week at the house of one of his old flirts. They 
were then reported immediately to have resuscitated an 
affection which everyone thought had ceased to exist. 

‘No,’ Lady Romayne told herself, ‘Buck is not interested 
in that tiresome girl.’ 

But she did think that the fact that Clarinda was staying 
in his house, which also necessitated his grandmother be- 
ing his guest, meant Eat E A time to spend in her 
own company than he had done hitherto. ) 

What cra abria important was that Clarinda should 

married and so be out of the way. Then, Lady 
omayne thought, she would return to her onslaught on 
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Buck’s sensibilities in which she was quite convinced she | 
would be the victor. 

As she left Clarinda in the governess’s sitting-room at 
the end of the private passage at Hetherington House, she 
told herself that she was doing the girl a good turn. Sir 
Gerald Kegan might seem sinister to some women but 
he was undoubtedly extremely wealthy, and if he pro-. 
posed marriage, which seemed likely, Clarinda might be 
well advised to accept him. | 

Anyway, it was up to Sir Gerald to persuade the young. 
chit that he was a desirable husband, and most débutantes 
of Clarinda's age had a partiality for older men. 

Lady Romayne was smiling as she left the unlit passage 
and glanced at the notice reading ‘Private’ which was 
affixed to the wall. It was unlikely that anyone would 
disturb them, she thought, and Sir Gerald would doubtless 
be grateful to her for arranging the tête-à-tête for which. 
apparently he had a most ardent desire. 

She had always understood that he was extremely gener- 
ous when it came to gifts for services rendered, and she 
wondered whether she might ask him for a large diamond 
brooch shaped like a butterfly, which she had seen in a 
jeweller’s window in Bond Street. 

Lady Romayne was greedy for jewels and her lovers, 
although she was discreet about them, found her insati- 
ably grasping for a tangible expression of their affection. 

“Yes,” she decided, ‘I shall certainly ask Sir Gerald for 
the butterfly.’ 

Then, through the crowd milling backwards and for- 


manner wherever he might appear. 

Tonight it was not only the elegance of his evening 
coat of olive green satin, nor the intricate folds of his 
snowy-white cravat; it was rather something in the car-. 
riage of his head, the breadth of his shoulders and, most 
of all, the expression on his face. 

‘Could any man be more handsome and more physically 
beguiling?’ Lady Romayne asked herself. 4 


156 


> o 


Almost pushing several people aside she stood in front 
of Lord Melburne and looked up at him, her eyes very 
soft, her red lips smiling provocatively. 

“Where have you been all the evening, Buck?” she 
in the voice which she could make so seductive that every 
word seemed to have a hidden meaning. have been look- 
ing for you—longing to see you.’ 

‘I have been playing cards, Romayne,’ Lord Melburne 
answered. “Let me compliment you. You are in great good 
looks.” 

‘Come and dance with me,’ Lady Romayne pleaded, 

‘I regret that I cannot oblige you,’ he replied, bape a 
I am convinced you have no lack of partners. I am - 
ing for Clarinda.’ 

‘I want to dance with you,’ Lady Romayne protested. 
“We so seldom see each other these days—or if you prefer 
we could talk together in the garden. There is much I wish 
to say to you.’ 

‘Another time, Romayne,’ Lord Melburne replied 
firmly. ‘At the moment I have a message from my grand- 
mother that I must convey to my Ward.’ 

“You are far too busy playing the anxious nursemaid. 
It does not become you,’ Lady Romayne declared. ‘Come 
and dance and afterwards I will tell you where she is.’ 

“Tell me first, Lord Melburne replied, “and then I 
might consider your offer.” 

There was a touch of sarcasm in his voice. 

‘Now you are being unkind,’ Lady Romayne said pout- 
ing at him, ‘so as a punishment I shall not tell you where 
your Ward is hidden. Besides, you have no need to trouble 
yourself about her: she is being very well amused, I can 
assure you.’ 

“Who is she with?’ Lord Melburne’s voice was sharp. 

“Someone who I am convinced is making her an offer 
of marriage. If she accepts you will be free, Buck, free to 
give me a little more of your attention than you have 
done this past month. I know it must have been irksome 
for you having the responsibility of a girl hardly out of 
the schoolroom. Soon, I am convinced, your difficulties 
will be over.’ 
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“Who is with Clarinda and where is she?’ Lord Melburne 
demanded impatiently. 
“ have told you that she is very pleasantly engaged, 
Lady Romayne answered. ‘What woman does not enjoy 
herself when a man lays his heart at her feet? And you 
will not be able to find her, Buck, however hard you try, 
so do not be tiresome. Come and dance with me.’ 
“Who is with her?’ Lord Melburne repeated, and now 
he spoke fiercely. The hard and determined tone in his 
voice made Lady Romayne cry angrily: 4 
“You are being nonsensical about the wench! Leave her 
alone, I am sure she is enjoying herself far more than we- 
are.’ . 


Lady Romayne put out her hand as she spoke and laid © 
it on Lord Melburne’s arm. À 
“Let us talk as we used to do!’ she said softly, and her | 
voice had an almost siren-like seductiveness. | 
Lord Melburne unexpectedly put out his hand and took 
Lady Romayne’s in his. It was a small, well-shaped hand 
with long tapering fingers. l 
Lady Romayne had undone part of her long white-kid | 
glove and slipped her hand through it. The candlelight 
shone on the diamonds which encircled her wedding finger. 
“Where is Clarinda?’ Lord Melburne repeated. | 
As they had been talking they had edged a little out of. 
the crowd and were standing in the doorway of an Ante-. 
room which was empty save for two couples at the far. 
end. 
‘I am not going to tell you,’ Lady Romayne replied : 
petulantly. “You are becoming a bore.’ g 
She stopped suddenly and gave a cry: 
“You are hurting me!’ 
Lord Melburne was holding her hand in his and now he 
bent back the first finger slowly but relentlessly. 
‘Buck, what are you doing? That is painful!’ l 
‘I mean it to be, he answered. ‘Either you tell me where 
Clarinda is this moment or I swear to you, Romayne, I- 
will break your finger. It will be extremely uncomfort- 
able for the next few weeks and, swathed in bandages, very 
unbecoming.’ 
‘You are mad!’ she spat at him, ‘quite mad!’ 
158 
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‘Merely determined,’ he answered. “Where is Clarinda?’ 

For one moment it appeared as though Lady Romayne 
would defy him but as he bent her finger a little further 

ve another cry: 

She is south corridor—towards the Supper 
Room,’ she panted. ‘It is the first passage—on the right— 
marked “Private”—the room at the end? 

‘Thank you,’ Lord Melburne said mockingly. 

He turned as he spoke and strode away from her. _ 

She stood looking after him, her face puckered with 
anger as she rubbed the finger of her left hand, which she 
fancied was already swollen. 


Clarinda’s astonishment at finding Sir Gerald Kegan in 
the room into which Lady Romayne had taken her, was 
only equalled by her feeling of terror as she realised that 
he had locked the door. 

‘I t. think ... there is ... some ... mistake,’ she stam- 
mered. ‘I was ... e. expecting to find ... Mr. Julien 
Wilsdon ... here.’ 

‘There is no mistake,’ Sir Gerald answered, and she 
thought that he seemed even more debauched and evil than 
he had looked that night ae he and Nicholas had taken 

er from the Priory to the Caves. alg 
: ‘Ih. have no pa wish to talk with ... you, Sir,’ Clarinda 

id, ‘if that is your. . .i. intention.’ 
my want a seat deal more than talk,’ Sir Gerald an- 
swered. 

Seeing the expression in his eyes and the sudden smile 
on his thick lips, Clarinda almost instinctively took a pace 
back. She was beginning to tremble but she felt she must 
not let him see her fear. 

‘We have ... n.nothing to say to each ... other,’ she 
said. ‘I ... wish to... forget our last ... meeting. Kindly 
open ... the door.’ 

PT have no intention of opening the door,’ Sir Gerald 
replied, ‘until I have been repaid for what you cheated 
me from attaining that night at the Caves.’ 

‘I do not... understand,’ Clarinda said. 

‘I think you do,’ he answered. “I am sure you were well 
aware that I was not going to allow Nicholas Vernon to 
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ravish you after the Mass had been said. I had arranged 
with Moll that just before the Service started she would 
pour into his wine the drug which had been intended or 
you. I would have taken his place in the Service and wher 
It ended you would have been mine, Clarinda.’ 
‘But I... was ... rescued,’ Clarinda faltered. 


“Yes, you were rescued,’ Sir Gerald a » ‘and so you 
defrauded me of my rights. That is what I am claimir g 
now.” 


He moved a step towards her as he spoke and again 
Clarinda retreated. 
‘Are you ...c.crazed?” she asked in a frightened voice, 
“You cannot behave in ... such a manner ... here in ¢ 
-.+ Private house ... at a Ball where there are hundreds 
of ... people ... surely you are ... aware that if I e 08 
scream someone will come to my ... rescue.’ À 
‘It is extremely unlikely,’ Sir Gerald answered, ‘and if 
you scream too loudly, my dear, I shall have to take some- 
what drastic action. I have only to encircle your pretty 
white neck with my hands and Squeeze tightly enough to 
throttle your voice in your throat. You would be unable te 
make yourself heard!’ 
He smiled in a manner which sickened her because she 
knew that what he was saying excited him. . 
‘It is a slightly painful process,’ he continued, ‘for I 
would not render you unconscious. I do not like m: ing 
love to women who are unconscious, and I also prefer it 
if they are not speechless.’ 
“You are. . . insane!’ Clarinda cried. 
‘Not at all,’ Sir Gerald replied. ‘You are Venus, the 
sacrifice to Satan of a pure untouched virgin. I promised 
myself that I would be your master, your instructor in the 
joys of love, and I do not intend to be defrauded of tha’ 
joy.’ 
‘How can you speak of love when it is part of the wicked- 
ness and blasphemy in which you and Nicholas indulged?’ 
Clarinda asked angrily. ‘What I saw of the ... degrada- 
tion and ... licentiousness taking place in the Caves made 
me ashamed that men who were presumed to be gentle- 
men ... educated and civilised ... should lower them- 
selves to behave like beasts.’ E 
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Sir Gerald laughed. 

“You are lovely when you are incensed, Clarinda, he 
said, ‘and you have courage! You behaved with great 
bravery when Nicholas and I took you to the Caves. You 
will need that same virtue now; for I intend to make you 
mine and I promise you there is no escape.’ 

There was something infinitely menacing in the pleasant- 
ness of his tone. He made no movement but Clarinda felt 
as if he had come nearer and was already reaching out 
his arms towards her. 

With a superhuman effort she put up her chin and said: 

‘I appeal to you, Sir, to behave .. . decently vee I can- 
not believe that what you are saying is ... not just mere 
talk to ... frighten me ... No man who had any semblance 
of honour could stoop to ... insult ... a woman who is 
... defenceless ... Let me go, I beg of you, and we will 
forget this ... conversation has ever occurred.’ 

‘Well done,’ he applauded. ‘You are more valiant, my 
dear, than any woman I have ever met. But it will avail 
you nothing, for I desire you and you attract me as no 
Venus has ever done before.’ 

His eyes flickered over her body. 

‘It is a pity,’ he continued, ‘that the Service could not 
have proceeded as had been intended. I grant you that 
Melburne was clever in snatching you away under our 
very noses, but Melburne is not here now and the door is 
locked against him. Come, Clarinda, and concede you are 
beaten, for I swear to you there is no escape. Look at me 
and you will see that it is the truth.” 

Because she was so frightened she obeyed him and 
found herself looking into his eyes—dark, lustful eyes 
which seemed to have a frightening fire smouldering in 
their depths; eyes which were looking at her in a manner 
which not only made her shy, but ashamed, as if she stood 
naked before him. 

Suddenly, she felt that his eyes were getting bigger, 
larger, more compelling. 

‘Come to me, Clarinda,’ he said softly. ‘Come to me. 

His voice was hardly above a whisper but she felt as if it 
vibrated through her very body. 

Then suddenly she realised what was happening. She 
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was moving towards him, going to him as he commanded 
held by his eyes—eyes from which she could not wrenc 
away her own. He was hypnotising her. She knew it, eve 
as in a panic she realised she could not resist him. Them 
even as she felt a darkness enveloping her, she began t 


pray: 
‘Help me, God. . . please help me.’ | 
It was the prayer she had repeated over and over agai 
in the Caves. It had saved her then, it had brought Lor 
Melburne to her rescue. ; 
“Help me, God .. . help me.’ P, 
As if the prayer released her from Sir Gerald’s ey 
magnetism, she found she could turn her eyes away frog 
his and in that moment she was free. À 
She ran across the room, putting the sofa between her 
self and him. She stood holding on to the back of it, he 
fingers biting into the soft damask while she tremble¢ 
with a terror which seemed to shake her whole body. — 
Sir Gerald laughed. It was a laugh of a man who Is if 
trigued and sexually excited, a man who knows he hi 
the object of his desire well within his grasp. a 
He moved slowly towards her, his eyes on her fac 
and she knew that she had thrilled him by her resistance 
and it was useless for her tu beg for mercy. She could onl 
try to escape, attempt to fight him. a 
He approached the sofa and Clarinda got ready to ri 
from whichever way he approached her. 4 
‘Come, Clarinda,’ he said, ‘you cannot evade me fe 
long. It is only a question of time before I hold you | 
my arms. You are like a little bird caught in the net. Yor 
can flutter and struggle but you cannot fly away.’ 
‘Leave me ... alone!’ Clarinda cried desperately. | 
‘Do you think I could ever forget you as Venus?’ he 
asked. “The whiteness of your body beneath the trans 
parency of your robe! Your figure is delectable, my dea 
and the softness of your mouth will be—more delectabl 
still. I want you, Clarinda, and what I want I take!’ 
He made as if to come behind the sofa, and when sk 
started to run from him he changed his direction, ant 
reaching out his long arms, caught her. <a 
She gave a little scream as he pulled her roughly against 
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his chest. Then his mouth was on hers, suffocating her 
cries, giving her a feeling of disgust that was beyond ex- 
pression and which seemed to take even her breath away 


from her. 
She felt that his thick lips, hard, brutal and possessive, 


" dragged her down to the slimy depths of some filth from 


which she could never be clean again. She tried to fight 
against him but it was impossible. His mouth held her 
completely and absolutely captive and she could not even 
struggle within his enveloping arms. 

Then she felt him move her a little to the right before 
he tumbled her backwards onto the sofa. She gave a shrill 
cry as she fell down against the softness of the cushions 
and felt him throw his whole weight upon her. 

She screamed and once more his lips were on hers. Her 
hands fluttered ineffectually as a moth’s as she struck at 
him and tried to push him away. } 

She knew with a kind of dazed horror that his desire 
for her prevented his being aware of anything save the 
evil passion which enflamed him to the point where he 
was oblivious of everything but his own lust. 

She felt his hand tear at her breast, ripping away the 
soft gauze of her gown. Then despairingly, as she knew 
she must die of the horror of what he was about to do, she 
heard a sudden crash. 

Just for a moment Sir Gerald seemed to stiffen, although 
he did not lift his mouth from her lips. The crash came 
again and this time the door flew open as the wood splin- 
tered away from the lock. 

Sir Gerald raised his head and as Lord Melburne 
advanced across the room towards him, raised himself 
from off Clarinda’s body. 

For one moment the two men faced each other, before 
Lord Melburne hit Sir Gerald hard in the face with his 
clenched fist. It was the blow of a man who had learnt 
boxing from masters of the art. S 

Sir Gerald staggered and Lord Melburne hit him again, 
and this time he collapsed against the further end of the 
sofa. í 

‘How dare you strike me,’ Sir Gerald shouted furiously. 
‘If you want a fight, Melburne . . .” 
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-  ‘T fight with gentlemen, not vermin, Lord Melbum 
replied, and hit him again. "4 
Sir Gerald was a heavy man and no coward. H 
struggled to his feet, but Lord Melburne was like an aveng 
ing angel and both his fists smashed into his face. _ 
Sir Gerald staggered against the fireplace and pickin 
up a heavy poker he advanced towards Lord Melburne 
holding the weapon high, the snarl of a cornered wil 
beast upon his face. With lithe dexterity Lord Melburn 
avoided the blow from the poker and gave Sir Gerald | 
uppercut under the chin with his right hand which lifte 
him almost from the ground. q 
He hit him again with his left, and again and yet agai 
driving him backwards until he collapsed against the wa 
of the room to slither slowly down onto the floor, his leg 
stretched out in front of him, his head falling sidewat 
onto his shoulder. 
He was bleeding from his nose and his mouth, ar 
both his eyes were partially closed. 
Lord Melburne stood looking down at him, his fis 
still clenched, an expression of fury contorting his face. 
‘Get up, you damned swine,’ he said, ‘I have not finishe 
with you yet.’ 
But Sir Gerald was incapable of moving. Lord Me 
burne glanced around. On a nearby table was a large vas 
of roses. He threw the roses on the table and flung th 
water in the vase into Sir Gerald’s face. & 
For a moment it seemed as if the douche had no effec 
Then Sir Gerald’s eyes opened slowly. 
‘Can you hear me?’ Lord Melburne asked, ‘then list 
carefully. If you are not out of this country within forty 
eight hours, never to return, I will have you arrested. 
have irrefutable proof that you financed and decorates 
the Hell Fire Caves on the Vernon Estate. I have not acteé 
on this before because Miss Vernon might -have been ir 
volved in the disclosure of your filthy practices. But no} 
her name need not be mentioned and I can use the evidence 
I have collected and use it convincingly.’ 
Lord Melburne paused, before speaking more slov vly 
and even clearer, he went on: "a 
“You will also be charged with being an accessory to the 
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murder of a child of a month old whose mother swears it 
was sacrificed in the Caves. The corpse of the baby has 
been discovered buried in the fields Just outside the Caves 
themselves, and will be produced in the case which has 
been prepared against you. You know the penalty if you 
are found guilty, which you willbe.’ _ 
Lord Melburne looked down at Sir Gerald with both 
rn and disgust in his expression. 
“You deserto to hang,’ he said, ‘but I give you one 
chance. You have forty-eight hours to leave England for 
ever. If you return there will be a warrant waiting for 


you.” 

Lord Melburne paused for a moment as if he expected 
Sir Gerald to reply, but the beaten man’s eyes closed 
wearily and he slithered still lower onto the floor until he 
was lying there nearly full-length. 

It was then that Lord Melburne turned towards 
Clarinda. She was sitting up on the sofa, her eyes wide 
and frightened, although she was not crying. Her hands 
were clasped over her torn dress and it seemed to Lord 
Melburne that she was almost afraid to move, as if she was 
caught in some terrible nightmare from which she could 
not awake. 

He put out his hand and drew her to her feet. 

‘Come, Clarinda,’ he said, ‘I will take you home.’ 

‘Y . yes,’ she whispered, almost beneath her breath, 
‘please ...t.take...me...h. home.’ 

He saw that her torn gown could not be hidden and he 
looked around the room. On the back of a chair there 
was a small embroidered shawl with a long fringe. He 
picked it up, folded it in a triangle and put it around 
Clarinda’s shoulders. 

She said nothing but crossed it over her breasts with 
trembling hands. Then with his arm under hers Lord 
Melburne led her out of the room, down the unlit passage 
and into the corridor still filled with people moving to 
and from the Supper Room. 

They walked quickly and though various people tried 
to speak to Lord Melburne, he ignored them. They 
reached the front door and he asked for his carriage. 

Only as they drove away did Clarinda give an almost 
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inarticulate murmur, and putting out her hand she hel 
onto his in an almost frantic grip. 
‘Iam... frightened,’ she said. 4 
Her voice held a terror in it that was past tears 
Lord Melburne's fingers closed tightly over hers. 
‘We will talk when we get home,’ he replied soothingh 
‘You have had a shock, Clarinda, but it is over, and H 
will never trouble you again, I promise you.’ ; 
She did not reply and they drove in silence. It was ne 
far from Park Lane to Berkeley Square and Lord Me 
burne’s horses travelled the distance in a very short spac 
of time. E 
Lord Melburne helped Clarinda from the carriage an 
holding her arm he drew her across the hall and into tf 
library. He refused the attentions of the servants am 
fetched her a small glass of brandy. - 
‘I do... not... need ... it,’ she tried to say but, look 
ing up at his face and realising that he was determine 
she should drink, without further argument she raised th 
glass to her lips. + 
She felt the fiery spirit seep down her throat. It mad 
her choke but she knew that at the same time it took awa 
_ some of the ice-cold fear which seemed to lie like a heay 
stone in her breast. 
‘No ... more ... please,’ she pleaded and gave him 
back the glass half full. a 
‘I am sorry, Clarinda, that this should have happened 
Lord Melburne said. ‘But Kegan will leave the country 
He will not risk prosecution.’ ia 
‘You ... do not ... understand,’ Clarinda said, clasp 
ing her hands together. | 
‘What do I not understand?’ Lord Melburne aski 
gently. j 
She seemed to find it hard to find words to answer hin 
Her face was very pale, her eyes dark pools of pain. 
appeared to him that she was beyond tears, in the grip of 
fear which made him remember faces of men he had see 
under fire for the first time. 
There had been the same expression of shock in 
eyes which he saw now in Clarinda’s when they had seer 
a comrade die beside them. Lord Melburne felt he must 
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something to comfort her, to reassure her, to take away 


‘You are safe, Clarinda,’ he said. “You will never see 


him again. You can believe me, I swear I will protect you 
from him.’ 


‘But you ... cannot ... protect me from the ... others,’ 


Clarinda said. 

For a moment he could not 

‘The others?’ he questioned. 

‘The masked men ... in the S 
you not understand ... I was Venus ... the sacrifice they 
had been ... promised, that is what ... Sir Gerald sree 
wanted of me ... tonight ... the Venus of which he ha 
been. . . defrauded.’ 

For the first time she gave a little sob. 

‘They will be .. . waiting for . . . me, I cannot . . . escape 
them ... wherever I go I shall be ... afraid, for I do not 
_., know who they ... are... I have never seen ... them 
without .. . their masks.’ 

Lord Melburne drew a deep 
beside Clarinda on the sofa taking 

sp. 
Oe certs me, Clarinda,’ he said. ‘I know now of what- 
you are afraid, and I understand. But fortunately there is 
an answer to your fear—a very simple one.’ 

She looked up at him and he felt there was a sudden 
flicker of hope in her eyes. 

‘It is this, Lord Melburne went on. “What these men 
are seeking, if indeed they are all as bestial as Kegan, 
which I doubt, is Venus—the pure untouched virgin, who 
is the sacrifice to Satan. Once you are married they will 
no longer be interested in you. It is not only your husband 
who will protect you from them but the fact that you 
would no longer be eligible to play the part of Venus. 
Do you understand?’ | i 

She gave a deep sigh and he felt her fingers tighten on 
his. Then she said in an almost childish voice and one 
which no longer held the frantic terror that possessed her 
before: 

“But I...have...no husband.” 
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understand what she meant. 


_,. Caves,’ she said. “Do 


breath. Then he sat down 
both her hands in his 
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‘That is surely something that can quite easily be re 
medied,’ Lord Melburne suggested. | 
Her fingers slackened on his and he realised that afte 
what she had been through she was almost on the point q 
collapse. | 
‘Go to bed, Clarinda,’ he said softly. “You are s fi 
here in this house, as you well know. My room is not ver 
far away from yours. I will leave my door open just 1 
case you should call out and feel afraid, but you know ¢ 
well as I do that no one will disturb you. You are com 
pletely safe for tonight, and tomorrow we can talk of ti 
further and we can make plans.’ H 
‘I cannot ... go to another ... Ball,’ Clarinda cried 
e . go... anywhere I might meet ... men MK 
“him : 
‘Shall we go to the country?’ Lord Melburne < ed. 
“To the Priory?’ a 
He knew by the tone of her voice that the thought ¢ 
the Priory also frightened her. 3 

“To Melburne,’ he answered. 

‘Could we ... really?’ she asked, and life se 
come back into her face bringing with it a faint touch € 
colour. 7 

‘There is nothing to prevent us,’ he replied. ‘T will ta 
to Grandmama in the morning and we can be there befo 
luncheon. Will that please you?’ 

‘If only we ... could go ... tonight,’ she whi vered. 

‘I think that would be rather unkind to my grané 
mother,’ Lord Melburne said. ‘I was looking for you 8 
the Ball, Clarinda, to tell you that she had gone hom 
early. Her rheumatism was hurting her. I would not wi 
to disturb her now if she is asleep.’ a 

‘No, no, it was ... selfish of ... me to think ... of 1 
Clarinda said. 

‘Would you like Rose to sleep in your room?’ he em 


emed 


quired. 
She shook her head. 
‘No, I am being ... nonsensical ... I do not wish i 
tell Rose what has happened ... I do not want to... tal 
about it to... anyone.’ 3 
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‘There is no reason why you should,’ Lord Melburne 
said. ‘Let me help you upstairs to bed.’ 

‘No, no, I am not... ill,’ she answered. ‘I am just «sx 
being . . . foolish, but...’ 

She looked up at him a little piteously. 

“You will leave your door . . . open?” 

have given you my word,’ he replied, ‘and you know 
well that no one would dare to frighten you while I am 
here.’ 
He walked with her to the door. 
‘Good night, Clarinda,’ he said very gently. ‘Sleep well 
and do not be afraid. Things will seem better in the morn- 
ing and we will find a solution together, that I promise 


ou. 

i She made a valiant effort at a smile and dropped him 
a curtsey. It was a very low curtsey as if she thanked him 
by the reverence of it, and as she rose she unexpectedly 
reached out and took his hand in hers. 

His knuckles were bruised and bleeding from the vio- 
lence with which he had hit Sir Gerald. She pressed her 
lips against them and as he looked down at her with & 
darkness in his eyes which she would not have 
she opened the door and slipped away. 


The Dowager Marchioness was breakfasting in her room 
at seven of the clock the following morning when there 
came a tap at the door. 

She looked up with ar expression of irritation on her 
face, because she liked to be alone at breakfast. She had 


“Jong decided that, as her rheumatism was at its worst when 


she first woke, she would see no one until she was in less 
pain and felt more genial towards the world in general. 

‘Come in,’ she said grudgingly, and was astonished as 
the door opened to reveal, not one of the senior servants 
as she had expected, but her grandson, dressed with an 
elegance which always pleased her eye. 

She noticed, however, that he looked tired and there 
were dark circles under his eyes as if he had been awake 
all night. This surprised her, since she had heard him 
return home with Clarinda quite early. } 

‘Good morning, Grandmama,’ Lord Melburne said. 
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“You are very early, Buck,’ the Dowager exclaimed 
‘I had no idea I was to be honoured by your presence at 
breakfast!” A 
‘I have already had mine,’ Lord Melburne replied, ‘and 
I know, Grandmama, that you like to be alone at cock- 
crow. But I particularly wish to speak with you” 
‘It must be a matter of tremendous import to bring you 
from the comfort of your bed at such an unfashionable 
hour—unless you are attending a mill or departing for 
the races,’ the Dowager said. x 
‘I am doing neither,’ Lord Melburne replied. ‘We are 
leaving at about half after ten this morning for Melburne 
and I thought, Ma’am, that you would desire plenty of 
time in which to prepare yourself.’ N 
‘And you call that plenty of time?’ the Dowager smiled. 
‘Why this sudden decision?’ 5) 
Lord Melburne looked away from her and she realised 
he was choosing his words with care. k 
‘Something happened last night that upset Clarinda,’ 
he replied. ‘She has no wish at the moment to attend any 
further Balls or entertainments. There is a decision to be 
made and it must be made in the country.’ j 
‘I suppose she has decided to accept one of those love- 
lorn swains who have been mooning around the house all 
these past weeks,’ the Dowager remarked. ‘Is it likely te 
be the Duke?’ | 
Lord Melburne shook his head. 
“No, Grandmama, I regret I must disappoint you, but 
it will not be the Duke. 4 
“Then I will make no further guesses,’ the Dowager 
said. ‘I suppose you have good reason for taking Clarinda 
away when she is at the height of her success, when she is 
acclaimed not only as the most beautiful débutante there 
has been for an age, but also the most charming and the 
best-mannered—with of course the exception of her ex- 
traordinary behaviour yesterday afternoon at Devonshire 
House.’ 
‘His Grace was somewhat overpowering,’ Lord Mel- 
burne explained. : 
‘It is a pity . . .’ the Dowager began, but a glance at her 
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grandson’s face checked the words before she could utter 
them. 

She had not seen that bleak look in his eyes since the 
death of his mother whom he had adored. There was that 
same blue line round his mouth which had made her both 
then and now long to put her arms round him and hold 
him close. 

‘What is amiss, Buck?’ she enquired gently. 

‘I hope,’ he said slowly in a voice deliberately devoid of 
all feeling, ‘I can settle Clarinda’s affairs for her within 
the next few days, and then, Grandmama, I intend to go 
abroad.’ 

‘Go abroad!’ the Dowager repeated, her voice rising. 
‘Why in Heaven’s name should you wish to go abroad?’ 

‘I have a great desire to see Paris again and perhaps 
Rome,’ Lord Melburne answered. 

‘Fustian!’ his grandmother exclaimed. “You know I am 
not likely to be fobbed off by such moonshine! What is 
the real reason?’ 

‘Do not be too perceptive, Grandmama,’ Lord Mel- 
burne pleaded. ‘Do not try to probe too deeply. It is just 
that I have no wish to stay here once Clarinda’s future has 
been arranged.’ 

“Well I hope that indeed you will be able to settle it to 
her satisfaction,’ the Dowager said. ‘Tt always distresses 
me to see someone as pretty as Clarinda so unhappily in 
love.’ 

‘In love!’ Lord Melburne ejaculated. ‘Who said Clarinda 
was iñ love?’ 

‘But of course she is in love, the Dowager snapped. 
‘Do you imagine, my dear Buck, that girls who are not in 
love go around refusing matrimonial catches like the Duke 
of Kingston, or spend half the night sobbing into their 

illows!’ 

‘Clarinda has been crying?’ Lord Melburne questioned. 
‘I knew she was upset last night... .’ 

‘I have no idea what Clarinda did last night,’ the 
Dowager continued, “but Rose tells me that almost every 
night her pillow is wet with tears and that she cries un- 
controllably when she is alone. Women cry, Buck, when 
their hearts are aching for a man!’ 
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“But for whom could she be crying?” Lord Melbume 
asked in bewilderment. 
‘I thought that you would be the most likely to know 
the answer to that question,’ the Dowager reproved. “It 
certainly cannot be any of the gentlemen who have offered 
for her not once but a dozen times. If you have had some 
of them pleading with you for help, I assure you I have 
had twice as many begging my co-operation in making 
her accept them!’ a 
“Blast it! But who in God's name can it be?” Lord 
Melburne asked angrily, as if the mystery was incensing 
him to the point of losing his self-control. E 
‘I will excuse your language,’ the Dowager said coldly 
‘because I infer you are really concerned about Clarinda’s 
happiness. Rose is persuaded that it is a man the child knew 
in the country.” 
‘That is impossible!’ Lord Melburne retorted. 
only men she knew were Julien Wilsdon, who is a mere 
boy not much older than she is herself; Nicholas Vernon, 
who is dead; and...’ z 
He stopped suddenly, an almost stupefied look on É is 
face as if a sudden idea had occurred to him. An idea so 
unexpected, so revolutionary, that he sat still and rigid as if 
turned to stone. 7 
The Dowager said nothing, watching him with her 
shrewd bright eyes, till suddenly as if galvanised into actior 
he rose to his feet and she knew that their conversation 
was at an end. 
‘Your servant, Grandmama,’ he said. ‘I hope you can 
be ready by ten-thirty. Clarinda will travel with you in 
your carriage. I shall drive my Phaeton.’ 
‘I will be ready,’ the Dowager replied, ‘and I hope that 
this hasty departure from London, which I deprecate, 
will at least solve the problem of Clarinda's tears” 
‘I earnestly hope so, Ma’am,’ Lord Melburne answered. 
She saw a sudden glint in his eyes like a leaping flame, 


idl 


which was in strange contrast to the solemnity of his voice. 
The blue look had gone from his mouth. SX 

He went from the room closing the door behind him 
and when she wás alone the Dowager gave a little chuckle 


as if she were extremely amused by some private joke. 
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Clarinda galloped down Dingle's Ride and found it was 
a joy to be mounted on a horse again, especially one from 
Lord Melburne’s stables. 

She had slipped away when luncheon was over, feeling 
she must be alone and determined to tell no one where she 
was going. She wanted to visit the Priory and although 
she was sure neither the Dowager nor Lord Melburne 
would wish to accompany her, she had a slight feeling of 
guilt because she had not told them of her plans. 

She had spent an almost sleepless night after she had 
left Lord Melburne in the Library. She had tossed and 
turned, living over and over again those moments of hor- 
ror and humiliation when she had been unable to escape 
from Sir Gerald and had felt herself helpless beneath him. 

Now it seemed to her, as clearly as if he was by her side, 
that she could hear Lord Melburne’s voice telling her that 
the only way she could be safe, the only way she could 
avoid the menaces of the masked men who had seen her 
in the role of Venus, was to marry! 

She drew up her horse at the end of Dingle’s Ride and 
recalled the wild elation of the morning when she tried 
to escape from Lord Melburne and he had outridden 
her on Saracen, his horse with Arab blood in it. 

She had hated him, but there had been something stimu- 
lating and thrilling in her very defiance of him. 

As she thought of it, she turned her horse across the 
Ride and rode down the twisting, narrow path through 
the wood which led into the lush green parkland which 
surrounded the Priory. 

There was the sweet fresh smell of the countryside she 
had missed in London; the trees full-leaved; the hedge- 
rows thick with wild roses and honeysuckle. 

But Clarinda was remembering her feelings when she 
had ridden away from Lord Melburne after he had proved 
himself the victor in Dingle’s Ride. 

Her hatred had been unmixed and bitter. It was a vio- 
lent hatred for the man she had loathed for over four 
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because of the way he had treated her friend, Jessica 
Tansley. There had been no complications or compromise 
then about her emotions. 
It must have been after Lord Melburne had rescued her 
from the Caves, Clarinda thought, that she had found it- 
was becoming difficult to go on nourishing her anger agé inst 
him. Perhaps it had begun even earlier than that, maybe it 
was that moment when he had shaken her and fiercely 
kissed her mouth because he had seen her embracing Julien | 
Wilsdon. a 
She had never been able to forget the touch of his lips. 
—at first hard, almost cruel, in their pressure on hers, and 
then suddenly persuading, beguiling, possessive, as if they 
would draw her very heart from her breast. si 
She remembered how she had meant to remain icily — 
calm and rigid within his arms, but because his kisses had 
disturbed her beyond endurance, she had flared out at 
him, incensed with a fear not so much of him as of herself. 
Clarinda gave a little sob. “a 
‘Oh God,’ she said aloud, ‘why did this have to happen | 
to me?’ À 
She had cried last night into her pillow as she had cried | 
so many nights before, not only because she felt helpless 
and vulnerable and afraid, but because she knew that how- | 
ever great a success she might be in the social world, she 
could never find happiness with any of the men who had 
besought her to marry them. a 
How could she marry anyone when her affections were. 
captured hopelessly and irrevocably by a man for whom, 
she told herself, she had no respect, and who also did not 
love her? e 
She had loved Lord Melburne before they went to. 
London. But when he appeared to ignore her, had con- 
trived never to be alone with her, had never asked her to. 
dance at any of the Balls which they attended, she had to | 
acknowledge that there was an aching emptiness within 
her which no amount of praise and adulation from other | 
men could dispense. a 
She had fought against such a betrayal of her friend, 
accusing herself night after night of disloyalty, oí hypo-. 
crisy, of being weak and vacillating. SH 
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Yet however much she condemned h wever 
much she flagellated herself with E E fact 
remained that she only had to see Lord Melburne’s broad 
shoulders coming towards her at a party, to have a glimpse 
of him ascending the stairs at Melburne House, to watch 
him seated at the end of his dining-table, for her heart to 
turn over in her breast. 

She would feel a strange breathless thrill run through 
her which was unmistakably, irrefutably, love! 

“Do not let me love him, please God, do not let me love 
him,” she had prayed, knowing, even as she said the words 
in the darkness of her bedchamber, that it was too late! 

She knew now that she had loved him when he had come 
to her rescue in the Caves, she had loved him when he had 
held her, racked with tears, in his strong arms. She had 
loved him as she pleaded with him not to leave her after 
he had carried her upstairs to lay her on her bed! 

Yet now she had to marry someone else—she had to 
choose a husband from one of her many suitors, while 
her heart was irretrievably given for ever to a man who 
was not interested in her. 

Perhaps, Clarinda thought despairingly, that if she had 
behaved differently he might have been attracted by her. 
Then she remembered that all the women in whom he 
had been interested had been dark-haired. There was Lady 
Romayne with her raven-black, elegantly coiffeured locks; 
there was Liane, who Rose had told her was French and 
who-was dark-haired. 

There were various other lovely women who she sus- 
pected of being old flirts of Lord Melburne because of 
the manner in which they had looked at her with malice 
and envy in their eyes and because the Dowager had 
hinted more or less inadvertently that once they had been 
in Lord Melburne’s life. They were all brunettes! 

Last night Clarinda had fallen asleep from sheer ex- 
haustion just before dawn to have a nightmare that she 
was in Sir Gerald Kegan’s arms and all around them there 
were masked men jeering and laughing at her helplessness. 

She had woken with a muffled cry to find herself tremb- 
ling, and because the dream had been so vivid she had 
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slipped out of bed in the darkness and opened the door 


into the passage. 

The candles had guttered low in their silver sconces, 
but at the far end of the landing from which the main 
bedrooms opened she could see Lord Melburne’s room. | 
His door was ajar. The room was lighted inside so that | 
she knew that he was awake—watching over her as he had. 
promised to do. a 

She felt her fears vanish. She shut her door very quietly 
and slipped back into bed to lie thinking about him and | 
how much and hopelessly she loved him, until finally for | 
gd time that night she cried bitterly and despair- 
ingly. 2” 
If the Dowager noticed the lines under her eyes and her 
pale face when they left the house for the country, she | 
made no comment. pm 

Clarinda learnt that Lord Melburne had already gone | 
ahead of them. She wished she could have driven with | 
him in his High Perch Phaeton, feeling the wind in her | 
face and knowing that even if he had no need of her he | 
was for the moment at her side. 

‘I love him,’ she murmured to herself and knew she 
consumed by an urgency to reach Melburne and see him. 
again. ‘ 
Now, riding towards the Priory, Clarinda wondered 
if she would ever be free of the pain which the mere 
thought of him evoked within her. It was almost like being 
stabbed by a knife; but at times there was a strange ecstasy. 
in it, because the hurt, agonising though it was, seemed | 
only to intensify her love. i 

Clarinda was so deep in her thoughts that she was 
well within sight of the Priory itself before she realised it. 
The long, low Elizabethan house, half hidden by trees, 
and the pointed gables and worn red brick had a familiar | 
beauty which told her she was home. [308 

Yet she found herself reining her horse in. She had a | 
sudden irrepressible impulse to turn back to Melburne 
and not to visit the house she had lived in for four years. | 

She realised now how restricted her life at the Priory | 
had been. It was Lord Melburne who had compelled her | 
to go to London, who had insisted that she broaden her | 
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horizon, that she must meet people, that she must have 
a chance to shine in society. 

He had been right, she thought, but then he was always 
right! She had enjoyed London, even though she had 
been puzzled and saddened by his indifference to her from 
the moment they reached Berkeley Square. 

However, she would not have been human had she not 
enjoyed finding that she was beautiful; that men lost their 
hearts to her; and that even women acclaimed her a success. 

But now Clarinda knew she had to face facts. Life would 
be impossible unless she could find herself a husband! 
She could never live in peace in the obscurity of the Priory 
for fear that one of those masked men, knowing who she 
was, would come in search of her. 

She could not go back to London and attend Balls 
because every time a man asked her for a dance she would 
wonder if he was one of those who had seen her as Venus 
in the Caves. Even Lord Melburne could not protect her 
against such a terror as that. 

Clarinda reached the drive and walked her horse through 
the tunnel of green leaves formed by the great oaks. 

Everything, she thought bitterly, reminded her of Lord 
Melburne. Even here she was haunted by her first sight of 
him tooling his High Perch Phaeton and looking incred- 
ibly handsome with his high hat at a raffish angle, his cravat 
looking spotlessly white against his sunburnt face. 

‘I might have known then I would come to love him, 
Clarinda told herself with a sob. 

If only she had forgotten her hatred and had greeted 
him pleasantly, perhaps the whole story of their tempestu- 
ous relationship might have been different. 

“Why did I not say I would be friends with him when 
he asked me?’ she asked herself. 

She knew that although she had told Lord Melburne 
that the memory of Jessica Tansley lay between them it 
was also because she was afraid that if they had any more 
intimate talks together he would guess that she loved him. 
That was a humiliation she could not endure. 

She could not let him guess that she had succumbed 
to his attractions as all the other women he knew had suc- 
cumbed. He was the irresistible Buck Melburne, the man 
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who attracted women to the point where they cast away 
dignity, discretion, and behaved like Lady Romayne, with | 
her air of possessiveness, the provocative pouting of her | 
lips, her hands going out to touch him, 3 

Clarinda felt herself shiver. A 

‘I will not think about him ... I will not,” she told her- 
self. 3 
But now, try as she might, his face was always before. 
her eyes. yi 

She arrived at the big, nail-studded oak door of the 


a 
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Priory, which had stood there since the house was first 
built, and found to her surprise that it was open. Old Ned, 
the ostler, came hurrying to hold her horse, and Bates 
appeared in the doorway. ' 
‘Welcome home, Miss Clarinda, he said. SGN 
‘Were you expecting me?’ Clarinda asked in surprise. 
‘Yes, indeed, Miss. His Lordship stopped by on his 
way to Melburne this morning and told us you’d be acom- 
ing over sometime today. *Tis real glad we are to see you, 
Miss Clarinda, and looking more beautiful, if you'll par- . 
don me for saying so, than I’ve ever seen you.’ å 
Clarinda realised with a smile that Bates had never 
before beheld her dressed in a fashionable velvet habit, 


or with her hair arranged skilfully under a high-crowned 
hat with a floating green veil. na 
‘I am so glad to be here!” she answered. ‘Is everything 
all right?’ “Ad 
“Everything, Miss Clarinda. We've been putting flowers 
in the rooms so you wouldn't feel they look as empty-like” | 
‘Thank you, Bates,’ Clarinda said. jo 
She walked across the Hall into the Salon. She had 
forgotten how small and low-ceilinged it was and knew. 
she was comparing it with Melburne. She also noticed the 
worn covers and threadbare carpets. If she came to live 
here the furnishings of the house would have to be replaced 
in almost every room! At the thought she felt a sudden | 
constriction in her throat. +g 
How could she live here alone? Or even with a hus- © 
band? And who would he be? | 
She went from the Salon into the Study, where her 
Uncle had always sat. She could remember reading aloud 
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to him the books he enjoyed and the lon evenings wl 
tired out and ill he had slept in the aranekate and se hal 
read to herself. She had not realised how lonely she was 
how ignorant of any other life outside the peace and quiet 
of the Priory. 

“What am I to do in the future?’ Clarinda asked aloud. 

She went to the window to look out on the rose garden 
and to remember how Julien had put his cheek against 
hers because he was so unhappy, and how she had run 
away because Lord Melburne had seen them. 

“What am I to do?’ she asked again. 

She heard the door open behind her and thought it 
must be Bates bringing her some refreshment. Then she 
heard his voice announce: 

“Lady McDougall—Miss Clarinda.’ 

Clarinda turned round in surprise, until after one 
astonished glance at a Vision in blue taffeta and blue float- 
ing plumes on a high-crowned bonnet, she gave a cry of 
recognition : 

“Jessica! What are you doing here?’ 

‘I thought you might be surprised to see me,’ the Vision 
answered, “but I was passing the very gates on my way to 
London and felt I must <all on you.’ 

‘It is such a surprise!’ Clarinda exclaimed, kissing 
Jessica’s cheek and noticing while she was still very pretty 
with her dark hair and slanting eyes, that she was plumper 
and certainly looked older. 

“You are married?’ she questioned. 

Jessica sat down elegantly on the sofa. | 

‘I have been married for over three years,’ she replied. 
‘I should have written to you, Clarinda. It was remiss of 
me, but my husband—Sir Fingall McDougall—tives in 
Scotland and we were married in a great hurry because he 
desired to return North quickly. So I did not ask you to 
the wedding. I suppose you did not read about it in the 
Ladies’ Journal?’ 

“No, indeed! Uncle Roderick did not have anything 80 
frivolous in the house,’ Clarinda replied with a smile. 

‘My relations, whom I have been visiting, tell me that 
your uncle is dead,’ Jessica said. ‘I am sorry, dearest, it 
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must have been sad for you. But you look very smart! 


Are you still living here?’ | 
‘No, not at the moment,’ Clarinda answered. 


Then, not looking at her friend, she said a little hesi- 


tatingly : 
‘I am staying at ... Melburne. You know that it ... 


marches with this Estate ... Uncle Roderick made ... | 


Lord Melburne my . . . Guardian.’ 
“Your Guardian!’ Jessica exclaimed. ‘Goodness, 


Clarinda, you are a lucky girl! I cannot imagine anything | 
more exciting! I used to admire Lord Melburne so much. | 
He was so handsome, so outstanding. I always longed to | 


meet him.’ 
There was a moment’s pregnant silence. Clarinda was | 
very still. 


_ I do not ... think you heard me ... correctly, Jessica. 4 


It is ... Lord Melburne who is my ... Guardian.’ 
‘I heard you the first time,’ Jessica smiled. “The Irre- 


sitible Buck Melburne! How I longed to make his 


acquaintance when I was a débutante!’ 
Clarinda drew a deep breath. 
‘But ... Jessica, you told me ... that he had made... 


love to... you and ... then when you ... pleaded with | 
him to ... marry you, he refused! You told me ... every 
detail. You told me ... how much you ... loved him and | 


that he ... r.ravished you against ... your w. will.’ 
Jessica McDougall threw back her head and laughed. 


‘And you believed all that fustian! Funny little | 
Clarinda! I remember now, telling you all sorts of non- | 
sensical tales while you sat wide-eyed on my bed, believing 


every word of them. I used to make up such stories about 


every attractive man I met, or, as in the case of Lord Mel- 


burne, whom I did not meet. But I saw him at Balls and | 
thought him devastatingly good-looking.’ 


“You mean that ... what you ... told me was not... | 


true?’ Clarinda asked stupidly. 


‘No, of course it was not true!’ Jessica exclaimed. ‘How | 
could you credit such nonsense? But indeed, if you be- | 


lieved me, I must have told my story well, I always fancied 


if I had been born in another walk of life I would have 
made my fortune on the stage.’ 4 
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‘as ites : ee Clarinda whi 3 
rose as spoke and stood for a moment holdi 
onto the back of a chair. She felt she must hold onto cae 


g. 

‘Fancy your being a Ward of Lord Melburne, i 
remarked reflectively. “Well, all I can say, Cina En 
that you are extremely fortunate to move with the “Ton”. 

I were not in such a hurry to reach London I would ask 
you to introduce me to His Lordship, but it will not be 
long before we meet because I have already promised to 
come south for his marriage.’ 

‘His . . . marriage?’ Clarinda echoed. 

“Yes, indeed,’ Jessica replied. ‘On my way through Lon- 
don I stayed for a night with Lady Romayne Ramsey— 
she is a relative of my husband’s—and she told me that 
there had-been an understanding between her and Lord 
Melburne for some time, and they are to be married later 
in the summer. I shall see you there and we then must have 
a long gossip, Clarinda. At the moment I cannot linger,’ 

“You must ... go?’ Clarinda asked, hardly knowing 
what she was saying. 


“Yes, there is a party being given for me in London 


“tonight and I am greatly looking forward to it. 


“But will you not ... stay and have some ... refresh- 
ment?’ Clarinda enquired. 

Her voice sounded strained and seemed to come from 
a very far distance. 

“No, thank you, dearest,’ Jessica replied. ‘I had luncheon 
with some friends a little over an hour ago and I must be 
on my way.’ 

-She held Clarinda in a close embrace. There was a 
rustle of silk, an exotic fragrance, the softness of a pow- 
dered cheek; then as she moved towards the door she was 
talking all the time, chattering of her children, her hus- 
band, her journey to Scotland, her friends in London. It 
was almost impossible to take in what she said, before she 
had driven away. 

Clarinda stood watching her go as if in a dream. She 
could never remember afterwards leaving the Priory— 


. She only found herself riding back to Melburne in a daze, 


feeling that her brain would not work properly. 
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She reached the great house, left her horse at the stables 
and went upstairs through one of the side doors. Once in 
her bedroom she rang for Rose. e 

‘Did you have a nice ride ...?” Rose asked, then | 
stopped. “What has happened, Miss Clarinda? You look 
as if you had seen a ghost! wid 

‘Tam all .. . right,’ Clarinda answered. . 

“Let me get you some brandy, Miss. What can have. 
occurred? You were pale enough this morning in all con- 
science, but now you look worse. You must lie down! 
You must rest! It’s been too much for you, all this junket- 
ing every night in London, and now riding off to the | 
Priory. There are things there I don’t want to remember, 
that’s a fact.’ 

Clarinda hardly heard a word she said. Only when Rose 
tried to make her lie down did she rebel. a 

‘I have to go downstairs,’ she said, ‘I have to see Lord 
Melburne.’ sed 

There was so much determination in her voice that Rose 
said no more. She fetched one of Clarinda’s prettiest gowns 
from the wardrobe, helped her into it, and arranged her 
hair in the fashionable manner which had captivated 
London. 4 

Clarinda was as placid as a doll beneath her hands. 
Only when Rose had finished did she turn from the mir- 
ror into which she had been staring with sightless eyes to 
walk slowly down the stairs, conscious that her heart was- 
beating frantically in her breast and that her hands were 
very cold. Ad 

She felt instinctively that Lord Melburne would be in 
the Library, and as the door was opened for her she saw ‘ 
that her supposition was right for he was seated at the big 
flat-topped desk in the centre of the room. 

She stood for a moment just inside the door. Then in - 
a voice which to her own ears seemed quite steady, she | 
said: y 
‘I wish to speak with your Lordship ... if it is... con- | 
venient.’ ‘ 
‘It is indeed, Clarinda, Lord Melburne answered. q 
He sanded the paper on which he had been writing — 
and rose to his feer. 


182 


4 oe 


~ 


| Ae Tp 
. “pera 


vw boto 
o" 


grs, 


was just about to send for you as it happens. I have 
something to tell you, Clarinda. I have resigned from 
being your Guardian. 

“You have resigned?’ Clarinda exclaimed. 

“Yes, he replied. ‘I have no wish to continue in such a 
position.’ 

She felt a stab of intolerable pain, knowing that it was 
because he intended to rid himself of his responsibility 
for her. It was not surprising, if he was to be married, 
that he had no desire to complicate his life any longer with 
her affairs, after all the trouble she had given him in these 
past weeks, 

Then as he realised she had not spoken, and perhaps 
sensing her agitation, Lord Melburne said : 

‘Your pardon, Clarinda, you wished to speak with me. 
I should have let you do that first.’ 

She came a little further into the room to stand by the 
fireplace, twisting her fingers together, looking almost 
blindly at the long rows of brightly bound books and 
at the huge vase of hot-house flowers which stood on a 
table in front of them. 

“You had something to say to me,’ Lord Melburne 
prompted, and his tone was curious. 

“Y . yes,’ Clarinda murmured. 

“Will you not begin?” he enquired, “and shall we not sit 
down? It would be more comfortable.’ 

‘I w.would ... rather ... stand,’ Clarinda answered. 
‘I have to ... a. apologise to ... you ... My Lord’ 

“Again?” he asked with a little twist of his lips. 

“This time it is ... worse than ... anything for which 
z.. I have had to ... apologise before,’ Clarinda said. — 

“Worse?” he asked. 

“Much . . . much . . . worse.’ 

“What can have happened, I wonder?’ he asked. We 
have not been at Melburne for more than a few hours.’ 

‘I have been to the. . . Priory.’ 

‘It has upset you?’ his voice was sharp. 

‘Not the ... Priory,’ Clarinda answered, ‘but ... Jessica 
Tansley ... called ... while I was ... there.’ 

She realised that Lord Melburne was suddenly still. 

‘Jessica Tansley!’ 
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“She is now ... Lady McDougall. She was ... passing 
the ... gates!’ 
There was what seemed to Clarinda a terrifying silence 


which she could not break. She knew Lord Melburne — 


was waiting for her to continue but she could not find the 
words. Then suddenly they burst from her lips. 
‘She said ... that ... she had ... never met ... you!’ 
‘I told you I had never met her,’ Lord Melburne replied. 
‘I did not ... believe you,’ Clarinda said. ‘How could 
I ... know that she ... made it all up? She cried ... she 
told me how she had ... pleaded ... with you ... going 
down on her ... knees, begging you to... marry her and 
you ... laughed! She made it sound so ... real ... I 
believed her ... of course I . . . believed her!’ i 
“And may I ask now what I was supposed to have done?’ 
Lord Melburne enquired. 


‘She ... said that ... you had ... r.ravished her,’ . 


Clarinda answered in a voice hardly above a whisper. 
‘And you believed her? How dare you think such things 


of me? How dare you insult me? Do you think that I have 


no honour, that I would seduce a girl or force myself upon 
a woman who did not want me? I am no Kegan! No won- 


der you have hated me, Clarinda—if that was the kind of | 


behaviour of which you thought me capable!’ 
“She was ... so 


could have been an .. . actress.’ 
“And you mean to say that we have quarrelled, fought, 


and that you have raged at me incessantly all because | 
some tiresome, imaginative skitter-brain beguiled you with 


a lot of moonshine?’ Lord Melburne asked scornfully. 


‘I thought ... I was being . .. loyal to my friend. I was | 
related to me,’ 


deeply ... distressed by what she ... 
Clarinda replied. 

‘There was a little sob in her voice and she walked to- 
wards the window. 


‘I would like to meet Miss Jessica Tansley, or whatever | 


she is called now, Lord Melburne said grimly. 


“You ... will,’ Clarinda answered. ‘She told me ... 


that she is coming ... South for your ... wedding.” 
‘My wedding?’ Lord Melburne ejaculated. 
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very ... plausible,’ Clarinda murmured | 
miserably. ‘She told me that she always ... thought she 


“Yes. She is a ... relative of Lady Romayne and she . «a 
stayed with ... Her Ladyship ... in London,’ | 

There was a long silence. Clarinda found that she was 
gripping her fingers so tightly together that they were 
almost bloodless. . 

“Let me make one thing quite clear before we embroil 
ourselves any further in the tangle of your friend’s over- 
active imagination,’ Lord Melburne said sternly. ‘I am not 
going to marry Lady Romayne Ramsey. Kindly listen to 
what I am saying, Clarinda, so that there is no mistake. 
I have never offered for Lady Romayne and I do not in- 
tend to do so.’ 

For a moment it seemed to Clarinda that the terrible 
feeling of constriction round her heart was loosened. It 
was as if the sunshine had come out and the darkness which 
had seemed to encompass her ever since she had visited 
the Priory vanished. 

Then, as she stared out of the window so that Lord 
Melburne should not see her face, she heard him say: 

‘But I will be frank with you, Clarinda, and say that I 
wish to be married. In fact, I intend to be married very 

rtly.’ 

The sunshine had gone. It seemed hardly possible that 
in the middle of the day a room should be so dark. 

‘So there is someone else,’ Clarinda thought. 

That was why he had paid no attention to her in Lon- 
don. He had been in love all the time with another woman. 

A woman she had not met, a woman she was unaware 
even existed. 

Now she could see all too clearly why he had not con- 
cerned himself with her save in his position as Guardian; 
why he had not been interested enough to seek her out 
alone or to ask her to dance. He was in love, perhaps as she 
was in love, and this was the end of everything! 

She felt that she must cry out at the misery of it; that 
she must run to him and ask him to hold her once more in 
his arms, as he had done that night he had brought her 
back from the Caves; or even to hold her hand in his as he 
had last night when they had driven from Hetherington 
House to Berkeley Square. 

She had clung to him, knowing the strength and warmth 
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of his fingers, knowing that he was there beside her, know- 
ing that once again he had rescued her from an unspeakable 
degradation, knowing that even in her terror she had 
somehow believed that he would save her, as he had saved | 
her before. | 

He had fought for her honour. She could see his face, 
savage with anger, as he had knocked down Sir Gerald 
and hit him again and again. She had believed that he had | 
done it for her own sake. Now she knew she was just a 
woman who had been outraged. E 

There had been nothing personal in Lord Melburne’ 's 
anger, only a chivalry that she had always known he had ‘ 
possessed and which should have made her disbelieve 
Jessica’s story from the very moment she had met him. 

‘Once he is married I shall never see him again,’ she | 
thought despairingly. | 

But because she had some remnants of pride left to | 
her, the same pride which had prevented her from scream- 
ing and trying to escape when Nicholas had carried her 
away to the Caves, she was able to lift her chin and say 
hesitatingly but quite clearly: 

‘I must c. congratulate ... Your Lordship . 

. you will be very . _ happy.’ 

“Even as she said it she knew it was true. She loved him | 
so much she wanted happiness for him even if it meant | 
she must be miserable and lonely for the rest of her life. 

“Thank you,’ Lord Melburne replied quietly. 7 

She thought he would say more but because she was 
afraid of bursting into tears or throwing herself into his 
arms, she said hastily in a very small voice: 

‘If Your Lordship is to be ... married ... what is to- 
become of ... me if I have no ... Guardian?’ 

‘I have thought of that as I wrote my resignation,’ Lord 
Melburne answered. ‘As I already told you last night, 
Clarinda, it is imperative that you should be married im- 


. I hope 7 


mediately.” 
‘But there ... is no one ... I wish to ... a 
Clarinda said quickly. | 
“No one?” | 
She shook her head. She had her back to him but she 
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felt that he had come nearer and now she heard his voice 


y: 
‘And yet you are in love.’ 
“How do you ... know... she began. ‘I mean ... it is 
not... true.’ 
‘Clarinda, turn round and look at me.” 
Again she shook her head. 
‘N . no.’ 


‘Look at me, Clarinda,’ he insisted masterfully. “You 
do not want me to compel you?’ 

She remained obdurate for a moment. Then because 
she was afraid he might touch her and her self-control 
would break, she turned to face him. He was nearer than 
she had thought. She looked up at him and saw an expres- 
sion in his eyes which made her suddenly tremble. Quickly, 
she core down, her eyelashes dark on the paleness of her 
chee 

‘You promised me once, Clarinda,’ Lord Melburne said 
yery slowly, ‘that you would never lie to me. Let me ask 
you once again : are you in love?” 

es.” 
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He could hardly hear her answer. 

‘Then surely that makes things easy, Lord Melburne 
remarked. ‘This most fortunate gentleman—whoever he 
may be—will become your husband and therefore your 
natural Guardian, Clarinda.’ 

‘I cannot ... marry ... him,’ Clarinda whispered. 

“You mean that he has not yet asked you, Lord Mel- 
burne suggested. “That is easy, you have only to tell me 
who he is, and if he is not on the long list of those you have 


already refused, I will speak with him. I am certain that | 


I can contrive that you are happily united within a very 
short space of time.’ 

‘N.no ... no!’ Clarinda cried. “Y.you do not . 
understand!’ 

‘What do I not understand?’ Lord Melburne enquired 
in the tone of someone who is dealing with a difficult child. 

‘He ... does ... not... care for ... me.’ 

moe are sure of that?” Lord Melburne asked. 


€ sure. 


ala ke 40 he evince of this myself? Lord 
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Melburne said. “You have been involved in so many tangles, 


Clarinda, that I cannot trust your instinct in this. Look, | 
for instance, at how you misunderstood me, or rather, 


were taken in by Jessica Tansley’s lies. Tell me this most 
enviable young man’s name. I am sure without any diffi- 
culty I can persuade him to go down on his knees in front 
of you.’ 

‘No ... no,’ Clarinda pleaded, turning towards the am 
dow again. “Please do not ... press me, My Lord . 

is something of which I . . cannot speak .. I will be . 

all right ... I will find myself a... Guardian and someone 
to -. chaperone me. I have ... no wish to be . . . married. 


I will stay at the ... Priory ... as I always meant to do 
after Uncle Roderick died.’ 
“You think you would be happy there?” Lord Melburne 


enquired. 

“There is no need to ... trouble yourself about ... me 
... My Lord,’ Clarinda said, ‘I will arrange ... some- 
thing.’ 

‘It does not seem to me very satisfactory,’ Lord Mel- 
burne remarked slowly. “You see, Clarinda, I have become 


tremendously involved with your problems in these past 


weeks. I cannot leave you unattended and unprotected and l 


so before I see to my own affairs, I must find you a hus- 
band.’ 

‘I do not ... want a ... husband,’ Clarinda protested 
and now her voice broke on the words. “There is ... no 
one that I can... marry; no one I have met in. .. London, 
so please do not .. . think of it.’ 

‘I have thought,’ Lord Melburne said slowly, ‘although 


I may be mistaken, that it was someone you had met in | 


the country, Clarinda.’ 
For a moment Clarinda was frozen into immobility. 
‘What ... makes you ... think ... that?’ she asked 
evasively, as she felt he was waiting for an answer. 
‘I think I know all the men who danced attendance on 
you in London,’ Lord Melburne replied, ‘and yet there 
is someone who has made you cry, someone for whom you 
have wept night after night. Who is he, Clarinda?’ 
‘It is not ... true ... who has been. 
+ things?” she asked brokenly, and. shut her eyes. 
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Then she gave a little gasp, for she felt his hands on her 
shoulders as he turned her round to face him 

‘Must you go on lying?’ he asked. ‘Look at me, 
Clarinda!’ 

For one moment she resisted him before she opened 
her eyes, filled with tears, and looked into his. 

‘My poor, unhappy little love,’ he said softly. ‘I am a 
brute to tease you but you have made me suffer so excru- 
oe these past weeks that I wanted to punish you a 
little 

For one moment she could only stare at him, tears blind- 
ing her eyes, feeling she must be dreaming. 

“Do you really think that I could marry anyone else?’ 
Lord Melburne sae or let you mn anyone but me?’ 

“What are you ... saying to ... me?” Clarinda whis- 

red. 


There was a strange, excited feeling tingling over her, a 
feeling which made her tremble, but not with fear. 

‘I am trying to tell you, my dearest heart, that I love 
you and that you have driven me nearly insane. I do not 
think any man should have to go through the torture you 
have made me suffer these past weeks, when I have watched 
every man you met dangling after you, proposing to you, 
making love to you, while I dared not even look at a 

‘You ignored ... me, she whispered. “You never . 
spoke to me, you never ... asked me to ... dance.’ 

‘Do you not realise, my foolish love,’ he asked, ‘that if 
I had so much as touched you I would have taken you in 


my arms and kissed you as I kissed you once before. It | 


has been an inexpressible agony to see you looking so 
beautiful and know you were not for me.’ 

His fingers tightened on her shoulders until they hurt. 

“How could you erect that impossible, ridiculous barrier 
between us? I have walked about my room night after 
night saying the words “Jessica Tansley? Jessica Tans- 
Jey?” until I think they are engraved on my heart. I thought 
she must have meant something in my past and yet my 
memory was blank. She stood like an angel with a flaming 
torch between me and my only hope of happiness. Clarinda, 
how could ab a such a nitwit as to believe her?’ 

“Forgive .. .. please ... forgive ... me.’ 
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Her eyes were looking up at his, her lips were parted a 
little and her breath was coming quickly berween them, 
and because she looked so entrancingly lovely he gave a — 
little sound that was half a groan, half a cry of triumph, | 
and swept her closely, crushingly into his arms. 

His lips were on hers and he kissed her wildly, passion- — 
ately, with a desperation of a man who thought he had | 
lost what mattered most in the world. ‘a 

When, after a long time, he raised his head it was to | 
look down into her face, flushed and glowing with a radi- | 
ance he had never seen there before. A 

‘I love you,’ he said hoarsely. ‘Oh God, how I love youl | 
And to think that only last night after you left me I de- 
cided I must go abroad.’ | 

‘Go abroad!’ she cried. ‘But why?’ dl 

“Because I could not bear to be near you any longer an 
not hold you like this, not kiss you and not beg you to 
marry me, he answered. ‘Can you not understand, | 
Clarinda, what I have been through, wanting you, think- 
ing my love was in vain, believing you spoke the truth | 
when you said you hated me.’ 

‘I do not think I ever hated you after I came to know 
you. And then I... loved you... I loved you ...so much | 
that I was. . . afraid of myself.’ 

‘And yet you remained loyal to that idiotic, deceitful, 
over-imaginative friend of yours?’ j 

‘I thought that you did not ... love me,’ Clarinda rêe- - 
plied. ‘I thought I should find myself like all the other 
women who loved you, who found you ... irresistible, and 
who... bored you.’ . 

She shivered and looked into his face. 

‘I am afraid that ... I too might bore you?’ she said. 

He tightened his hold on her so violently that she cried 
out with the pain of it. 

“You are never to think such a thing,’ he said fiercely. | 
‘It is impossible that we shall ever be bored with each 
other, and I will tell you why.’ a 

He kissed her forehead. E 

‘First, my darling, because you have an exciting— 
sithough Grandmama thinks it most regrettable—brain- — 
box. It will I know keep us talking, arguing, and perhaps | 
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quarrelling occasionally, for the rest of our lives.’ 

He kissed her eyes. 

‘Secondly, my most adorable one, you have already 
mapped out a programme which will keep me occupied 
for years. Because of you I intend to go into politics and 
if as a politician’s wife you complain you have too much 
to do, it will be entirely your own fault.’ 

He kissed her lips before she could reply and then, 
close against her mouth, he said: 

‘Lastly, my lovely one, I adore you as I have never 
adored anyone in the whole of my life. I never knew love 
could be like this. I have never felt for any woman what 
I feel for you. I think that for every man, there is in his 
heart a shrine where he places his ideal woman. You are 
in that shrine, Clarinda, and there you will remain. My 
love, my guide and inspiration, and most important ‘of 
all, my wife!’ 

He sought her lips, and his kiss was gentle and had 
something reverent in it. Then he asked softly: 

‘Is that what you want of me, Clarinda?’ 

“You know it is,’ she whispered. ‘You know all I want 
is your love ... because Buck, I love ... you until there 
is ... nothing left in the world ... but my love for ... 
you ... I cannot think of anything else. I only know 
that ... my heart belongs to your ... heart and I want 
to be ... married to you ... to belong to ... you.’ 

‘How soon will you marry me?’ Lord Melburne asked. 
‘Tonight?’ 

‘H . how could ... w.we?’ Clarinda stammered. 

‘Very easily, he answered. ‘Grandmama said something 
only this morning which made me hope that you did not 
hate me as much as I feared. So before I left London 
I obtained a Special Licence.’ 

Oh, how ... wonderful!’ Clarinda breathed. 

“Then shall we be married later this evening in the private 
Chapel?” he asked. 

want ...-more than anything in the world ... to be 
your wife,’ Clarinda answered, ‘and ... to be ... safe.’ 

“You will always be safe in my arms, my darling,’ he 
said. “There will be no more terror, no more fears for you, 
by night or by day. You will be close to me and if any 
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man so much as looks at you, I swear I will kill him. You | 
are mine, do you hear me? Mine!’ 

His arms tightened about her and his lips, passionate, 4 
masterful and possessive, captured hers. The whole world $ 
seemed to be filled with sunshine and strange music, which | 
swept them into a heaven of their own. They were one 
person, close, united, joined by a love which Clarinda knew 
would be with them for ever. 4 

When he raised his head, Lord Melburne saw that her 
eyelids were for the first time heavy with the passion he 
had aroused in her, and deep in her eyes there was a flame 
which echoed the fire in his. | 

‘Oh darling,’ she whispered tremulously, her breath 
coming quickly between her lips. ‘It is not very original 
... but... I find you. . . irresistible.’ 4 

Is not that lucky?” he replied, his voice deep with 
desire, but she also heard a hint of laughter in it, ‘because, 
my most beloved, adorable sweetheart, I find you com- 
pletely irresistible too!’ 
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